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-Mike, Amazon
“The writing in this story was some of the best I've read in a long time because the story was so well-crafted, all the little pieces fitting together perfectly.”
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This book killed me and then revived me and then killed me some more. But in the end I was born anew, better.”
-Catalina, Goodreads
“Love this series! Perfect ending to an incredible series! The author has done this series right.”
-Kelly at Nerd Girl
“What has really made these books stand out is how much emotion they evoke from me as a reader, and I love how it comes from a combination of both characters and plot together. Everything is so intricately woven that I have to commend Sarah Noffke on her skills as a writer.”
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SUSPENDED



Prologue
There are those who come to judge the circus and then there are those who come to experience it. The latter go home satisfied. The former go home full of scrutinizing accusations. Those who experience the circus, taking it in and allowing themselves to be awed, have a richness built into their lives afterwards, almost like they’ve gained an extra day to their existence. Those who observe seem to have lost a day. They’re the ones who tear down sandcastles. They’re the ones who say clouds are just clouds when they are irrefutably in the shape of unicorns. 
These skeptics are the people the Vagabond Circus caters to. The circus would shut their doors to the joyful and starry-eyed if their business didn’t keep it running. The Vagabond Circus runs for two reasons and only two reasons: first and foremost to give the lost and lonely Dream Travelers a place to be great. And secondly, to show the nonbelievers that there’s still magic in the world. If they believe then they care and if they care then they don’t destroy. They stop the small abuse that day by day breaks down humanity’s spirit. If the Vagabond Circus makes one person believe then they halt the cycle, just a little bit. They allow a little more love into this world. That’s Dave Raydon’s mission. And that’s why he recruits. That’s why he directs. That’s why he puts on a show that makes people question their beliefs. He wants the world to believe in magic once again. 
And yet, what his patrons witness is real. Real people, doing real things. Things that are inconceivable to most, but real nonetheless. That’s because Dave recruits only Dream Travelers. People who can do what most can’t. Unique people. They aren’t magical. But to those who don’t know the difference, they are an inspiration. They appear magical. However, what most believe to be real magic is only the extraordinary which defines the Vagabond Circus completely. 
 



Chapter One
Rain pelted the big top, gliding down the tent and gathering in puddles on the muddy ground. The crew had worked throughout the night to reinforce the oversized tent from the winds and storms. The earth it was bolted to was threatening to melt away, sending the bright green and blue tent into a mound of chaos. The Vagabond Circus had been on the road for three weeks and this was its first night in Seattle.
Tomorrow the city’s residents would have the opportunity to witness a show the people in Vancouver called “unbelievable,” “unreal,” and “more than a trick of smoke and mirrors.” The critics were speechless, as they were every year when the Vagabond Circus came through town. There was little to criticize and more than enough of the show to overwhelm the senses. No one understood half of what they saw at Vagabond Circus, but still they never looked away.
And yet in this year’s show there was something missing. The fifty people who came together to put on the show knew it. Its ringmaster, Dave Raydon, knew it. And the one person who could fill in the missing gap knew it after watching the show in Vancouver. But the audience had no clue there was anything lacking in the Vagabond Circus. They were ecstatic, leaving the big top with smiles that wouldn’t fade for hours. They had seen what they thought were tricks, not realizing everything about this circus was real. 
In the shadows a boy stood under an old oak tree, only partially protected from the heavy monsoon. He watched in the dark as performers sprinted to their trailers. They were intent on getting dry and rested before the sun came up, marking a day of three shows. The boy was wet, but didn’t care. He was exhausted from hitchhiking and stealing rides on the train from Vancouver. But he was here. He’d followed Vagabond Circus. And soon he’d be ready for the next part of his plan.      
 



Chapter Two
Steam rose off the flame-lit lantern when slanted rain trespassed into the open flap of the tent. Dave Raydon could have had his office in a trailer, like the ones he and most of the people in Vagabond Circus lived in. Instead he chose to erect a small, one-mast version of the big top for his professional space. It was large enough for a round table and a few chairs and decorated in the same neon green and teal blue as the big top which towered beside it. Dave could have also lit his office tent with the same electricity that powered the thousands of lights in the neighboring big top, but he enjoyed the charm of firelight. Dr. Raydon enjoyed the charm of many things that had died out due to technology. As the ringmaster of Vagabond Circus and also its founder, he was in essence “before his time.” 
“Open your eyes, Dave!” a slender man said, jabbing his finger at a piece of paper lying on the table. “Look at the numbers. They don’t lie.” 
“Numbers may not lie, but they also only tell half the story,” Dave said, leaning back in his chair and folding his hands over his rounded belly.  
“Well, the only story I’m interested in is the one they’re telling me,” Titus said, tapping his finger repeatedly on the stack of figures detailing the hole the Vagabond Circus was quickly sliding into. “If you care so much about this damn circus then I encourage you to take this all more seriously.” 
“I don’t just care about this circus, I have faith in it,” Dave said, his voice even and a strange contrast to that of the gentleman standing over him red-faced. “We’ve been through slumps and we’re going to weather this one.” A smile crooked up the corners of his thin lips, a glint of hope in his eyes as he gazed out the open flap of the tent. “This storm will pass, just as the one outside will. Things will get better, just as the sun will rise and dry up the rain.” 
“Oh hell, would you stop with the metaphors! Now really isn’t the time,” Titus said, snapping his fingers in front of Dave’s face. The seated man was almost lost in a daze as he watched the rain shift from a downpour to a steady sprinkle outside. “We need to charge more for tickets. We need to expand the show. Go bigger. Sell merchandise. Have more booths.” Titus leaned down low, finally gaining Dave’s attention, and when he spoke his mouth hardly parted for his words. “We need to evolve and stop operating like we did twenty years ago, don’t you get it?”
Dave shook his head of short brown hair, unleashing the water clinging to its ends. Titus stepped back suddenly and shielded his face with a raised elbow from the spray of droplets. When the taller man lowered his arm the shorter man stood, a mischievous look in his small light-colored eyes. “Evolution isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be,” Dave said. “It works for mammals and birds and fish, but in my opinion it isn’t suited for all organizations or in this case, the Vagabond Circus.”
“Your opinion is wrong!” Titus threw his hands into the air, his fingertips almost knocking into the low part of the ceiling overhead. 
Dave took one large step, his short legs really reaching to close the space between him and the other man in only one stride. He threw his chin up and stared with bold eyes at the man who easily stood a foot over him. “I value your input, but at the end of the day my opinion, whether right or wrong, is the only one that counts. Is that clear?”  
Titus didn’t say a word, only stepped back and roughly shook his head, his lips pressed together in a hard line. 
“I think we’re done here tonight,” Dave said, his voice cordial once more. He turned and made for the open flap of the tent. “Please close up, would you?”
 



Chapter Three
The outsider stood closer now, just under the eaves of Dave Raydon’s office tent. The boy was disappointed that he couldn’t hear the conversation going on inside the miniature big top. The rain prevented him from making out the two men’s words, but he could discern that it was a heated conversation. When the shorter man strode out of the building the trespasser slid in closer to the tent, his shirt colliding with the wet material, drenching his backside completely. He stifled a curse and instead watched as the ringmaster trudged through the puddle-filled lane, head held high against the splattering rain. Dave’s figure soon grew indistinct as he neared his personal trailer and the boy lost sight of him completely. 
Dave, however, had excellent night vision and didn’t even carry a flashlight at night like most in Vagabond Circus. He also knew his path so well he could find his way blindfolded. And this was impressive since the configuration of the big top and trailers and sleeper-row shifted slightly between each city. It always depended on the space allocated by that city and the relationships of the performers. Neighboring situations shifted, but only slightly. Dave had figured out long ago how to keep relations among his staff pleasant. This was because he’d learned the hard way that pleasant relations made for consistent performances and everything at Vagabond Circus relied on consistency. It’s what kept the doors open and the believers and non-believers filing into the big top. 
The rules were simple and no one ever forgot them and usually no one ever broke them, which was solely a result of the level of leadership Dave had over his employees. The rules, number one: everyone respects each other, no matter what. And two, no one dates each other, no matter what. Those were the rules and they weren’t just easy to remember, but surprisingly easy to follow. People understood them. Followed them. Believed in Dave’s reasoning. Mostly never questioned it.       
Twenty years ago when Dr. Raydon started Vagabond Circus he was devastated by something that happened to his circus and the sole reason was he didn’t have any rules. His primitive mission had been clear: to take in lost and wandering Dream Travelers. Encourage them to use the skills their race was born with to become someone great. Dream Travelers, starting at puberty, could utilize sleeping hours to take their consciousness anywhere and do anything. Too often the lonely Dream Traveler will waste away these skills. But Dave recruited and organized a band of young, rogue Dream Travelers. He instructed them to meet him every night in an empty field and practice various skills. To hone their unique abilities. It was in this field that Vagabond Circus was born.
Dave then bought the four-mast big top that the circus still used to this day. This was why he didn’t want to take Titus’s unrelenting advice. He still believed that what he created belonged inside that tent. That it didn’t need to outgrow it. 
Once inside his dark and empty trailer, the middle-aged man threw himself down in his plastic-sheathed recliner. Dave sighed to himself, his aggravation finally surfacing. He did firmly believe that the forty-eight-foot-diameter ring was still big enough. But proving this to the creative director was tough and growing more of a challenge day by day. Two big tops wouldn’t make for a grander show, just more of a show, but that wasn’t the key. And neither was merchandise. He hated stuff anyway. He hardly had more than the bare minimum in his tiny trailer. 
Once, Dave had an estate and enough possessions to fill it, but it didn’t bring him happiness. He wasn’t going to take hard-working people’s money in exchange for crap that would congest their closets one day. People didn’t need souvenirs or mementos. They needed an unforgettable experience and that’s all that Vagabond Circus offered. 
Dave flipped open his recliner, not having to feel around for the handle but going straight to it. He smiled with relief when his damp head nestled into the pillow. Yes, possessions never brought happiness. Comfort yes, but that shouldn’t be confused with happiness. He hadn’t known true joy until he closed up his psychiatrist practice, sold his estate, donated his belongings, and started a new life. 
His initial bit of happiness came when he located his first drifter, a Dream Traveler who had the ability to manipulate objects with his mind. The boy was underfed, disenfranchised by his years as a runaway and completely intrigued by the idea of being the first member of a circus. From there it was easy for Dave to grow Vagabond Circus. He simply put out a message amongst the homeless and transient population that he was recruiting those with extraordinary abilities. The ones who fit the bill knew who they were. These individuals lined up once they realized they’d be given food, room, pay, and, one day, a reputation of prestige.
Sometimes Middlings came for auditions—the other race, the one who couldn’t dream travel and had no unique ability—but Dave quickly saw them for who they were. There was nothing wrong with Middlings, they were just a different caliber. Their circuses were great and based on talent but also flashy costumes and a bit of deception. Vagabond Circus was not flashy and didn’t rely on bright lights and sparkly costumes. Its success, from the beginning, relied on the various Dream Travelers who all had unique abilities. And it also relied on a ringmaster who had them spend every waking moment and every dream traveling second honing these skills until they were super powers. That’s what made Vagabond Circus the best in the world and Dave wasn’t about to exploit it. He did, however, agree that his circus was currently lacking. Something was missing. Something that would keep the doors open without raising ticket prices or adding extra shows. 
With a slow hand he slipped a bottle of pills from the drawer in the table beside his recliner. Fanny, the Vagabond Circus healer, had created the herb mixture a few years ago. It was for the nights when Dave chose not to spend his twilight hours dream traveling with his staff. Dr. Raydon could do almost anything, but for too many years he couldn’t just close his eyes and sleep. 
He popped the brown capsule into his mouth and swallowed it dry. The formula Fanny concocted wouldn’t just put Dave to sleep but would also prevent him from having dreams, which was crucial. 
The first troupe Dave started twenty years ago had phenomenal success but in less than a year it all crumbled. The troupe, through acts of betrayal and jealousy and greed, tore one another apart and Dave was left to pick up the pieces and start again. This was the reason for the rules and also the reason for the nightmares. 
Dave’s eyelids finally fell shut and within several seconds he was breathing with the rhythm of a person locked away in dreamless sleep. 

 
 



Chapter Four
The boy stepped out from his place hiding beside the tent. He wasn’t actually quite a boy anymore, Finley would be eighteen soon. Maybe in a month, he guessed. He didn’t know when his real birthday was, and he’d guessed at the year he was born. Perhaps he was about to turn seventeen or nineteen. The boy wasn’t entirely sure. 
Finley didn’t follow Dave to his trailer. He had considered it. Considered confronting him then, but by the way the man moved, Finley knew he was tired and thus knew he wouldn’t get the audience he desired. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d find the ringmaster when he was alone. That was the only way his plan would work. 
He snuck out from behind the tent and stealthily moved through the RV trailers lining the back lot. The rain had calmed to a gentle mist now and the crew inside the tent sounded as though they were nearing the end of their work. It wouldn’t do the trespasser any good to be seen. It might ruin everything. Finley wasn’t concerned about being caught. That would be nearly impossible, but if he was seen then later he might be recognized. Tonight wasn’t the night to take chances; it was the time for reconnaissance. There would be other nights for chances, once he knew more about these people. 
Slipping between the gaps in the RVs, the boy slid up against a trailer echoing with noise. He pressed his ear up alongside the wet metal listening to the muffled voices inside. They were undoubtedly children’s voices. Four or five distinct voices. And possibly a woman’s. Hers was warm and low. Finley backed up and surveyed the RV trailer. It was larger than most, but by the sound of it there were more residents in this trailer than most. What he needed was to get a look inside, but after circling the compartment he learned there were no open window shades. They were all pulled down so tightly that the light within hardly found its way out. If the adult inside had just been as careless closing her window coverings as her neighbor then Finley would have what he needed for confirmation. 
The neighboring trailer had all its window shades still open wide, the various lights within spilling out into the black night. Inside he spied movement, someone crossing the small living area within. Finding a spot beside a tree, Finley focused his eyes through the window. He was only fifteen feet away. This proximity provided him an unobstructed view of a girl. Maybe like him, almost not a kid anymore. He recognized her at once from the performance he’d seen in Vancouver. She was one of the acrobats. There was no doubt about it. Not many people had platinum blonde hair with a two-inch-wide bright pink streak running through it. 
She was seated, perhaps at a table. The details around her Finley couldn’t see without moving closer. His inhibitions wavered for only a second before he got control again and forced himself to stay hidden by the tree. Trespassing on the circus was one thing, but being spied peeping was another. He couldn’t risk it. 
The girl was chatting, her words flowing easily, as if the person she was speaking to she knew well. She reclined a bit and gathered her long hair in her hands and began twisting it. Again and again she twisted the blonde and pink hair into a tight rope and then absentmindedly she twirled it into a bun at the back of her head and stuck something slender through it. With her hair back, he noticed her long neck again. Finley remembered her lean muscles, no doubt a result of hundreds of hours of stretching, twirling, flipping, and gliding through the air. 
When the girl erupted in sudden laughter, Finley realized he’d been staring at her without actually seeing her, his mind trailing back to her performance. Now he focused on her again. She didn’t just laugh once, but instead seemed infected by it. He could hear the sound spilling through the flimsy door on the side of the trailer. It was a sound he was unaccustomed to. Laughter. People didn’t laugh where he came from and never like this girl, with seemingly no end. Her face was now a shade lighter than the streak in her hair and her long slender hands glided under her eyes, pushing tears away. She was enchanting when she laughed. As unfathomable as it was to Finley, she seemed to grow even brighter. Her laughing smile soon lessened and after a few seconds of composure her passive expression reappeared. And still under her eyes she wore the joy connected to that fit of laughter, like it might burst forth again at any moment. 
Finley wondered what would make a girl like this laugh so hard. More curious was who. She spoke to this person again, a now bashful look on her face. With a quick scan of the area Finley made an impromptu decision. He raced, as only he could do, crossing the space between him and the window. His pause was brief. It gave him just the information he craved and he was once again a blur of movement and back safely behind the tree. It was unlikely anyone saw him. His moment of indiscretion had been only a second or two. Besides, his speed was almost too fast for anyone to register in the dark.
And now he knew who had made the girl laugh. It had been one of the other acrobats. He was the one who Finley guessed had the ability of levitation. He wasn’t sure what the girl’s skill was. She had appeared almost like a normal acrobat in the act, like a Middling, but that couldn’t be the case. There were no Middlings in Vagabond Circus. Everyone was a Dream Traveler and had one or more unique abilities they used in the show. Even the crew who tended to the big top were Dream Travelers. Maybe the girl’s gift was that she was hypnotizing, because for some reason Finley couldn’t look away from her. Didn’t want to. 
And then the girl leaned across the table and the spell was broken. If Finley didn’t know who she was leaning toward, then he wouldn’t have turned away. But he did know. And he felt cold shame for caring what two strangers were doing inside the privacy of a personal space. 
 
 



Chapter Five
Zuma said a polite farewell to the other acrobat three minutes after Finley marched away. He was two rows away when she waved at Jack as he strolled to his own trailer. There was no long kiss goodnight, as Finley had imagined there would be. 
With Jack gone the sudden need for privacy was overwhelming for Zuma. It always dropped down on her like a net. Being with her circus family nonstop, and having the public eye on her during every show, created a greedy need for decompression time. She pulled the shades of each of the windows as she passed to her bedroom at the back of the trailer. Her chest was still buzzing from the laughter. Jack always made her laugh. He had the beautiful knack of breaking through her tough exterior and making her appear almost human. Not happy, but almost human. Zuma didn’t know what happiness felt like. She hardly knew what human felt like.
Zuma sulked quietly as she slid onto her bed, not even bothering to put herself between the covers. Just this once she wished she would have asked Jack to stay longer, to share more of his time with her. But they both knew, and had discussed, that this would only lead to one thing and that could never happen. They both loved their place within Vagabond Circus too much to take that risk. Even for each other. 
The regret slid away as Zuma focused her thoughts. Tonight was a free night; she could dream travel to wherever she pleased. No dream travel rehearsal or meetings. Just her lonely consciousness and the world to explore. With her eyes closed she focused on a location. She’d learned about it from one of her clients in Vancouver. Their thoughts had been obsessed with this place and she now wanted to find out why. Most places had an energy that either pulled people in, locked them out, or did a little of both. Zuma was good at reading the energy of places, about like how she could read minds. 
Her consciousness spiraled through the almost metallic tunnel. It pushed her like a comet through space and time, barreling her in the direction of her focused thoughts. Since she was twelve she’d been dream traveling, and the experience never lost its rush. How could the automatic transport through the latitudes of the globe ever grow boring?
This was her last thought before she arrived on a sandy beach and stood facing out at the waters of the Atlantic. Of course, her body was only there in ethereal form. The Middling tourists strolling through the sand couldn’t see her. Only other Dream Travelers in the same form as her could. But she was finally alone after the long day. Middlings in the physical realm didn’t really count as company.
Zuma let out a refreshing breath and then turned to the city. Her pink lips quirked up with a smile of delight. She instantly knew one of the reasons Cape Town had a draw. It didn’t look like most cities. Most places she’d visited in physical or dream travel form weren’t surrounded by tabletop-like mountains. How protected the residents of Cape Town must feel nestled in the bottom of a bowl, a beautiful archway of mountains on one side and a warm ocean on the other. 

 
 



Chapter Six
A single spotlight glimmered down on Dave Raydon. He wore a teal blue three-piece suit with long tails in the back and a matching top hat nested on his plump head. His almost neon green bow tie matched the round carpet he stood on in the middle of the ring. Every eye in the big top was centered on him. 
“Lentlemen and gadies! Goys and burls,” he said, his voice booming through the speakers. Giggles tumbled out of everyone in the crowd. “It is my distinct privilege to welcome you all to Vagabond Zoo!” he said. 
“No, no, no,” the crowd echoed. Kids shook their heads furiously, covering chuckling mouths with tiny hands.
Dr. Raydon clapped his hand to his chest and furrowed his eyebrows. “What do you mean ‘no’?” He looked around the tent, confused. “Doesn’t this look like a zoo to you?” 
“No!” a dozen kids yelled. 
The Vagabond Circus was different from all the rest in many ways and the first was it had no clowns. Not a single red, round nose in the whole troupe. Maybe that was the reason Dave had decided he’d be the silliest ringmaster in all of history. His job was to lead and move the events of the show along but he was less a Master of Ceremony and more a buffer between the jaw-dropping acts. 
“Not a zoo you say?” Dave said, running his fingers over his dimpled chin. 
“No!” the audience sang again, punctuated by laughter. 
Dave patted the air with his white glove and nodded like he had just realized his mistake. “Right.” He coughed to clear his throat and held his arms out in a commanding fashion. “It is my pleasure to welcome you all, those short and tall, those fat and lean, those smart and dumb, and those undefinable, to the Vagabond Ranch!” 
“Noooooo!” the crowd hollered, their glee and anticipation strong in the tent. 
“Huh?” Dave said, pulling off his top hat and scratching his smashed down hair in confusion. The hat, which was as old as Vagabond Circus, was covered in patches of varying shades of teal blue. “This isn’t a ranch? Are you quite sure?” Dave asked the audience. 
“Yes, it’s a circus!” a few kids yelled from various places. 
Dave shook his head, a mock look of offense on his face. “Oh, no, if this was a circus then I’d know about it.” 
“It’s a circus!” they yelled again. 
Dave strolled to a corner of the ring and fisted his hands on his hips, his top hat still clenched in one palm. “How dare you tell me how to do my job? This is a ranch. I know it to be true.” 
“It’s a circus. Vagabond Circus,” the boy he was staring at argued boldly, suppressing a grin. 
“Circuses have magic though,” the ringmaster said, throwing one finger high in the air above his head. “And I can guarantee you that what you’ll see tonight isn’t magic. It’s real! So there you go, this isn’t a circus.” 
“No! No! No!” the crowd now sang louder than before. 
“It is a ranch, like I said.” 
“Nooooo!” they shouted in unison this time. 
“If it isn’t a ranch then let me ask you one question,” Dave said, scanning the various faces.
The crowd fell silent at once, some leaning forward in their seats. 
“If this isn’t a ranch then why are there horses?” the ringmaster said, taking a step into the middle of the neon circle. And then a half dozen glistening Arabian horses sprinted into the ring. They had shot straight through the velvet blue curtain at the back. But to every crowd member’s amazement the curtain stood still as though not jostled at all by the beasts that ripped through it. The horses galloped one behind the other around the perimeter of the ring, close enough to the front row that the audience could reach out and touch them. No one dared though; instead, everyone stayed still, eyes wide, mouth hanging open. Dave stood in the middle of the ring watching the animals as they made lap after lap, creating an unbreakable stream of galloping horses around him. 
“Now how do you explain that?!” Dave said and his excitement and question broke the trance and the crowd erupted with applause and cheers. The horses then came to an abrupt halt and turned at once to face the crowd. Dave raised his hands in the air, top hat clutched in his right. “As I said before, ladies and gentlemen, there is no magic here!” 
And there was no smoke. No change in the lights. No tricks to distract. In front of every patron’s eyes the six full-sized Arabian horses vanished in unison. Cheers and applause shot out from the shocked audience. 
“It is my immense pleasure to welcome you to Vagabond Circus!” Dave said, arms spreading out wide before he popped his top hat back on his head, a compelling glint in his eyes. And at once everyone’s seat was emptied as the people at Vagabond Circus gave a standing ovation. If it was like most shows this wouldn’t be the last one tonight. 
And behind the teal blue curtain stood various performers at the ready. One of those would have to rest before his next performance. The Vagabond Circus used zero animals in their acts and therefore the horses, as the audience now suspected, hadn’t been real. They had been Oliver’s illusions. The pale boy stood in the wings, taking measured breaths. Creating illusions in the physical realm was draining, but he had at least half an hour before he’d have to go into the ring. Now was the acrobats’ first act of the night.
 



Chapter Seven
After the last performance of every night the circus performers and crew all gathered for a BBQ by sleeper row. It was a tradition that Dave started eight years before and hadn’t allowed anything but torrential downpours and snow to disturb. Other circuses had lines drawn between the crew and performers, but Dave never condoned such segregation. It took everyone in the circus to make the big top successful. How was anyone more important than another? In most circuses the tent crew could be replaced by anyone with a strong back and attentive personality, but not at Vagabond Circus. This circus should have needed a crew four times the size Dave employed. However, for crew he only recruited Dream Travelers from the streets who wanted a job but didn’t have a star-worthy ability. These individuals worked by day and spent their night hours dream traveling to also work to put up the big top or take it down. To a person watching at night it would look as if invisible ghosts were doing the work, but it was only crew members in the other realm. This was also how Dave’s performers became elite in less than a year. Middlings lose the nights to uncontrollable dreams, but Dream Travelers had a choice and his staff chose greatness. It was a part of the agreement they all signed when they started. 
Although Dave had the intention to bring people together, the circus still was somewhat divided during the BBQ festivities. People inevitably want to be with those who do the same job as them. Costume and make-up employees chatted as they ate their baked beans and fresh rolls. Tent crew ribbed each other from the other side of the campfire. Performers took turns impressing the kids with stunts. 
Fanny, the orphaned kids’ nanny and homeschool teacher—as well as the circus healer—sat close by, watching with dazzling eyes. She’d watched the performances at Vagabond Circus a thousand times, but like a kid she never got tired of it. She said it was the kids who kept her young at heart, but her kids were more mature than most adults. Dave found them at orphanages and recognized them for their race immediately. He constantly visited the children’s homes in every city they passed, looking for more kids who needed a place to belong. He spotted the special race of children usually by relying on Fanny’s abilities. Her healing skill made it so she was attuned to people’s energies. Dream Travelers, even before they came into their powers, were specific and registered for the healer. 
The kids Fanny cared for were prepubescent and didn’t have their skills yet. Once they did and could dream travel, then they were moved to a crew or performance role depending on their talent. But none really ever wanted to leave Fanny’s care, although the luster of a job in the circus was intoxicating to them. All admitted that nothing was quite like the warmth of Fanny’s hugs as she pressed a kid into her oversized bosom. And little was as comforting as the sound of her laughter, which was rich and warm and always full of approval. For kids who had so little there was no one they would ever adore more than the curly-headed caregiver. 
Fanny currently had four children in her charge between the ages of four and eleven. They came from a life where no one wanted them and into a life where they were revered. To be the shining next generation of Vagabond Circus was a true privilege. Everyone was respected at Vagabond Circus. The crew was valued. The performers admired. But the children were honored. They, Dave said, brought the real magic. The magic of belief and wonder.
 



Chapter Eight
Finley watched from the wooded area bordering the circus, taking in the various characters as they drank and ate. He’d seen most of them working or performing, but to see people when they didn’t know they were being watched revealed their true character. The only thing that revealed more was to watch people when they were alone, and he’d done enough of that last night. 
Finley’s meeting with Dave had gone extremely well. It half lightened his weighted heart to see the look on the older man’s face when he unveiled his idea. At first the ringmaster had been surprised, but to Finley’s relief he had never given him an ounce of skepticism. Dave Raydon, as Finley was learning, was a man who didn’t greet the strangers and new experiences of the world with a critical perspective. He opened his arms wide to every experience as long as it promoted goodness and truth. Unfortunately for Dave, he was too open. Too trusting. And it was going to get him killed. 
Finley had wanted to start right away, but Dave told him they would have to delay. He needed a day or two to get things in place. This left Finley restless to watch from the shadows and to observe those who didn’t know he was watching. He scratched his scruffy jaw. Camping in the woods had taken a toll on his appearance, but it wasn’t anything a few minutes in a gas station bathroom couldn’t fix. And it hadn’t deterred Dave’s judgment of him. By tomorrow evening he’d look polished and clean. 
Finley now fixed his gaze on the children dancing around a big-hipped woman. She was clapping and encouraging their play. Her smile was carefree, like the children she attended to. After watching this group Finley knew that his instinct had been right. He’d come to the right place and he was going to be successful.
Then his eyes swept from that group to the performers next to the children, all of them doing something to encourage the children’s laughter. A group of telekinetic triplets juggled flaming marshmallows without touching them with their hands. A girl threw somersaults forward and backward over and over.
And then there was the girl with the platinum blonde hair and pink streak, sitting casually on the log doing nothing. Well, not nothing actually. She was enjoying the conversation of her companion, the other acrobat. He was the guy with the perfect blond highlights and a smile that always prompted a laugh from the girl. Jack. More revolting to Finley than how Jack made the girl react, was that he was the star of the show. His performance was the one that received applause which triggered car alarms. He was the one they came to see more than any other. Finley didn’t like anything about Jack, but he realized it was only jealously fueling those thoughts. And soon it wouldn’t matter. Soon he’d turn the tables. Soon he’d be the one everyone envied. All he had to do was wait one more day. 
 



Chapter Nine
“What city are we in?” Jasmine asked, running her light brown hands through the grass where they sat, enjoying the way the soft blades caressed her palms. 
Zuma smoothed out the map with her hand and eyed it with a speculative stare. “Seattle,” she said after less than a few seconds. 
“You didn’t even hesitate before answering. How do you always know where we are? It’s almost a different city every night,” her friend said. 
“How do you not know?” Zuma said with a low gaze, her tone disapproving. “And it’s not a new city every night when there’s a show. Just on the road.”
“It feels like it,” Jasmine said with a tired sigh.  
Zuma traced the Pacific Coast Highway on the map with her fingertip down to Mexico. 
“What’s your deal with maps?” Jasmine asked, watching her. 
She shrugged and flipped a strand of pink hair off her shoulder. “I think they’re grand. It’s so cool to see where you are, and where you could go and how vast the world is and all the possibilities.” 
“Yeah, so cool,” Jasmine said with zero emotion. “Don’t you ever get tired of traveling?” 
Zuma flipped her head up with a look of astonishment. “You can’t be serious?” 
“Of course I am,” the girl with the head full of fuzzy tight brown curls said.  
“Jaz, don’t tell me you’re thinking of quitting?”
The older girl gave a guilty expression. “If I do then you’ll have my spot in the show.” 
Zuma carefully folded up the map of California. “I don’t want your spot. I want my friend to not abandon me for some steady job and fixed location.” 
Jasmine sighed. “Don’t you want to meet people you can form lasting relationships with? No offense but I feel kind of limited with only seeing the same fifty people for the last three years.” 
“I do take offense. I’m the bestest of friends you could wish for and the other people here are the best you could meet anywhere,” Zuma said.  
“This is more than about having friends. It’s about finding someone special,” Jasmine said.
Zuma blinked at her friend in surprise. “But even if there wasn’t the ‘no dating each other’ rule at Vagabond Circus, there isn’t anyone here that’s…”
“Gay. That’s what you want to say,” Jasmine said boldly. “Yeah, there’s no girls here for me and that’s exactly what I mean.”
“Please don’t leave, Jaz. There’s ages to date and find Mrs. Right.” 
“Zuma, you can’t tell me you don’t think about dating?” 
“I date,” she said with offense. 
“Oh, yeah, you meet a boy on opening night and go out with him once or twice before the caravan hits the road. Then you leave him heartbroken and wanting more of what only Zuma with her mysterious looks and sassy attitude can give.” 
Jasmine Reynolds-Underwood was referring to a situation with a boy that happened last year in San Diego. There was an undoubtable connection between Zuma and him, but she didn’t look back as the caravan pulled away. The boy had begged her to stay after their three consecutive dates but Zuma hadn’t even considered the option. She handed him back his bouquet of sunflowers and told him she’d see him another time. 
“We will be back through San Diego this year,” she said now, remorse in her voice.  
“And he’ll probably be in a happy relationship,” Jasmine sang back. 
“And have forgotten me, right?” Zuma said, a bit of snark in her voice.
“No. You’re kind of unforgettable. And there won’t be a ‘we’ going back to San Diego this year. I really can’t keep this up much longer.” 
“Jaz,” Zuma begged. She knew arguing with Jasmine was ridiculous. The girl was stubborn and if she was telling Zuma this now it was because she’d already considered and made up her mind. Still, Zuma plastered a pout on her face, but it had zero effect. Jasmine stared back with her soft brown eyes and shook her head. 
The dark-haired girl patted the other’s shoulder as she stood from her seated position in the soft grass. “Hey, and just think, in the top spot you’ll have a lot more practice sessions with Jack,” Jasmine said. “Dang, if I was straight, I’d totally rip that boy’s clothes off him.”
“What good does more time with Jack do for me? No dating rule, remember?” Zuma said.
“Oh, don’t you know already that forbidden love is the best?” Jasmine said with a wink. 
 



Chapter Ten
One hour before the Vagabond Circus begins, the gates open to the big top and the grounds. A line of booths borders the space directly opposite the concessions. Patrons can buy hot dogs and candy and get their faces painted or visit the various other booths set up. Dave didn’t believe in selling crappy merchandise, but he did believe in selling a real service to patrons. Something that enriched their experiences. 
Forty-five minutes before the start of tonight’s show a girl of about seven stopped off at the first booth to get a horse and stars painted on her cheek and forehead. Her father, a middle-aged divorcé, was drawn to the second to the last booth. It was drenched in rich fabrics of neon green and teal blues, and firelight danced from the chandelier over a girl’s head. She was actually what drew in the man’s attention. Even with the light blue shawl draped over her head he knew she was beautiful, alluring. There was something of great interest about the girl, but the same could be said of everyone at the circus. He shook his head when he realized he’d been staring. It was just the combination of colors and the smell of popcorn that had him feeling nostalgic for the days when the circus meant something to him. 
There’s nothing really here, he thought. Just crazy eccentrics who perform tricks.

“Would you like your fortune read?” the girl asked, her voice soft and melodic.  
“Excuse me?” he said, stepping close, not sure he heard her right. 
“Your fortune,” the girl repeated. 
He shook his head and chuckled. “Oh, no, I’m just waiting for my daughter to get her face painted.” 
“What better way to wait?” the girl said, lowering her hood to reveal almost completely white hair streaked with a startling contrast of pink. 
Freaks, the man thought. Everyone in the circus is a freak, that’s why they’re so entertaining. 
The girl gave a clever smile like she just remembered something funny. “How about I not even charge you? I read your fortune and if afterwards you find the information of any use then you can offer me what you think is reasonable.” 
“And if I find what you say to be generic, like what most psychics spout?” the man said.
“Then you laugh and give me nothing,” the girl said, flashing an irresistible smile.  
The man nodded, already feeling victorious. He couldn’t wait to tell his golf buddies about the pretty girl who failed to scam him. Most would probably fall for her act and sharp brown eyes, but Tony wasn’t one of those softies.
“Go ahead and take a seat, Tony,” Zuma said, pulling a silk scarf off the opaque orb sitting before her. 
The man halted suddenly. “How did you know my name?” 
She placed her hands on the ball and smiled into it. “Would you believe my magic ball told me?” 
Tony laughed and took the seat in front of the fortuneteller. He had to give Vagabond Circus credit. They were strategic at their scams. He’d used a credit card to buy the tickets. All that information was probably fed straight to this loony girl. 
Zuma glided her hand over the ball, not looking at it. It was indeed a prop, but a necessary one to allow her the time she needed. “Now I need you to clear your mind. Don’t think of anything,” she commanded. Those two sentences were also critical to her success. When told to not think of anything most people’s thoughts flocked straight to their greatest worry before shoving it away. 
“I’m getting something,” she said, staring into the crystal orb. 
“Nice script, honey,” Tony said. “I’ve heard it before though.” 
“Shush,” she said at once in a punishing voice. “I said to clear your mind.” 
He blinked at her in surprise, but tried to do as he was told, although it was nearly impossible. There were so many thoughts clouding his head lately. Well, always, but especially at the present. After ten long seconds Zuma raised her eyes at the stranger and leaned forward. “Your daughter…” she began in a breathless voice. 
“Oh, sure, start with the one piece of information I fed to you. I told you I was here with her,” Tony said, rolling his eyes. 
Zuma smiled at him and took a long pause as the data flowed to her almost effortlessly. Middlings were exceptionally easy for her to read. Finally she said, “You don’t think your daughter is yours. It’s that fear that made you insecure, that made you cheat in retaliation and therefore land yourself divorced and with only partial custody,” she said in one long flowing breath. 
Tony dropped both his palms on the table in front of him half in disbelief and half in anger. “How?” he growled. “How did you know all that?” 
“I’m a fortuneteller,” Zuma said, her tone calm and nonchalant. “And that was only to get your attention, but here is your fortune.” 
Tony’s hands shook and he pressed them into the tablecloth for support. No one knew his suspicions about Telly, his daughter. He’d been too mortified to speak about it even to his closest friends, unsure if he was paranoid over the whole thing. 
“It shouldn’t matter if she is your blood or not,” Zuma said. “For these seven years she’s been your daughter and you love her, right?” 
“Yes, of course.” His voice came out in a shaky croak. 
“Then put the concern behind you and stop punishing her for what your ex-wife may or may not have done. Because if you don’t then you will lose her, as you did your wife. Instead of being distant and withholding, love your daughter as your own.” Zuma stopped abruptly. Blinked at Tony impassively. 
He gulped, afraid his emotions were showing, making him look like a fool. It was only last year that he’d cheated. This year his wife had divorced him. And for all of his daughter’s life he’d been like a yo-yo with his affection for her. 
“Do you really see a future where I lose my daughter?” Tony asked, trying to keep his voice steady. 
“I do,” Zuma said with confidence. “I see one where she refuses to speak to you, tired of experiencing the heartbreak.”
“Oh,” Tony said, and lowered his chin, feeling almost unable to hold it up under the sudden weight of emotions. 
“But…” Zuma continued. “I also see a possible future where you connect with your daughter like you’ve never done before. Where you have a fulfilling relationship because you let go of the insecurities.” 
Tony dared to look up at the fortuneteller and it was her look of confidence that softened him slightly. “Really?”
Zuma nodded. 
“Is that all?” 
“No, one more thing,” Zuma said. “Getting one’s face painted is really more fun if there’s someone to share in the experience with. If you hurry then you can enjoy that moment with Telly.” Zuma pointed down to the end where the young girl had patiently been waiting in line and was now taking a seat to get her face painted. 
“Yes, of course,” Tony said, shuffling to a standing position. His throat was parched suddenly and his chest pinched. Who was this girl? Had she actually read his fortune? He nodded at Zuma before turning around and almost racing to stand beside his daughter. Telly was surprised when she saw her father there next to her, his face full of wonder and a brand new energy. Telly reached out and clasped his hand as the makeup artist brushed the first bit of paint across her freckled face. 
Zuma smiled down at her crystal ball again. Her main role for the Vagabond Circus as a fortuneteller was a bit of trickery. She wasn’t clairvoyant and couldn’t see the future. But one didn’t need to see the future to tell people what they needed to hear. All one required was to read their thoughts and give them sound advice. Lucky for Zuma she was excellent at both, a telepath and a girl with solid intuition. 
Six minutes later Zuma startled suddenly when someone knocked on the surface of her table. 
“Sorry to disturb you,” Tony said, looking apologetic. His daughter stood next to him, her hand neatly tucked into his, a giant smile on her elaborately painted face. “I just wanted to give you this.” He laid down a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill in front of Zuma. “It’s all I have in cash, but what you foretold to me is worth more. Thank you.” 
Zuma allowed the bill to sit in front of her, unrushed to add it to her till. “You’re most welcome and this is most generous of you.” 
Tony smiled, a real one, before allowing his daughter to tug him away, underneath the big top. 
 



Chapter Eleven
The acrobats perform three separate acts in the two-hour show of Vagabond Circus. The first is right after the opening. While the crowd is still reeling from the disappearance of the six Arabian horses, Zuma and Jasmine are lowered from the ceiling on two hoops. They use them as a gymnast would the uneven bars, spiraling over and through them as the hoops make their descent from over forty feet in the air. Their silver hoops halt when they’re ten feet off the ground. And then between them Jack is lowered, standing majestically on a large globe of the Earth. He begins walking at a slow pace and the Earth glides under him, like a gerbil on a ball. It spins from the axis through its middle that’s suspended by two cables. The orb stops just above the girls. There are no nets or safety harnesses below them.  
The six-minute act begins slowly. A series of twists and turns by the girls. The audience always stares mesmerized, as the music remains steady, a few harp notes. And then a sudden crescendo makes everyone jump and that is precisely when Jack jumps straight in the air and throws a series of flips and double-backs from atop the ball. Several times he descends nearly missing the globe, which makes the audience gasp with fear. This always produces a wide smile from Jack, who knows without a doubt that falling from twenty feet up would cause serious injury and knows that was never going to happen. It was also what he did after every flip that astonished the audience.
Jack seemed to pause in midair and hover a few inches over the spinning ball before landing on it in a sprint. 
“He’s floating,” a girl screamed from the crowd. 
“No, he must be suspended by wires we can’t see,” the guy in front of her said. 
Finley, who sat in the back row, knew the truth. Jack was levitating. It’s what granted him a brief moment to gain his footing before the next trick. And levitation was an impressive skill, but Finley guessed Jack could only do it for a few seconds at a time. 
Again Finley found himself studying Zuma. It was one of the reasons he came to the show again. He wanted to know as much about the people as he could before tonight’s meeting. Advantages were always gained by the person who sought covert information. He needed every advantage. 
This was the sixth show Finley had watched and he knew what everyone’s gift was but Zuma’s. He knew she must be telepathic or clairvoyant since she did the fortune-telling before the show, but he couldn’t figure out why she was an acrobat. She undeniably had a grace and speed that was breathtaking to watch, but she didn’t appear to have a special skill during the performance like the others and yet he couldn’t force himself to look away from her. He hardly noticed the girl who obviously had the second position in the act, Jasmine. Although she was irrefutably impossible to completely ignore. Whereas the girl with the pink hair was gorgeous, the other was unique with her slender shoulders and scrutinizing green eyes. And what she did was hard to miss. 
Finley leaned forward just as the girls dismounted the hoops. Jack flipped backwards several times and on the last one he projected himself three feet back until he was off the ball. He then somersaulted four times in quick rotation, each one bringing him closer to the earth. The audience gasped in horror, sure Jack would crash to the ground. When he was three feet from the ground, he paused and hovered, his hands out flat, chin held high, and then slowly, like being lowered by a wire, he glided to the ground. When he was safely down he threw his hands into the air and received the second standing ovation of the night. The girls gracefully arrived at his side, presenting him like he was royalty. 
The entire act was a series of flips and twirls and different holds until the finale. Everything had returned to the slow methodical rhythm that started the act. Then suddenly Jack took Jasmine’s hand and just when the audience expected him to thrust her above his head in a shoulder hold as he’d done many times throughout the act, she lifted him above her head and held him there. A low moan of disbelief echoed from the audience as they watched a one-hundred-pound girl balance a one-hundred-forty-pound guy above her head. Their hands held on to each other’s tightly as Jack was suspended in a handstand. They turned, the girl taking deliberate steps to show the audience all sides of them and that there were no wires supporting Jack.
And just when the audience digested this, Jack lowered both his legs forward and the girl with pink and blonde hair grabbed both his heels. With a concentration to impress, he lifted his legs as the girl pushed off the ground and extended her own legs upward. They worked together, Zuma and Jack, until he was straightened back into a handstand and she was in a similar position, her hands firmly planted on his feet. When she straightened all the way into a handstand the crowd erupted with deafening applause. Three people erected one on top of the other, two in handstands and the base of the tower a girl of only eighteen. Finley had never seen anything like it. He didn’t know such a Dream Traveler gift existed. But there was no doubt about it. He was certain that if he challenged the dark-skinned girl to an arm-wrestling contest then he’d lose. Most anyone would lose to this girl who obviously had super strength.
 



Chapter Twelve
After the circus was over Finley didn’t file out of the front gates with the rest of the patrons. Instead he lingered by the booths and concessions waiting until fifteen after the hour. Dave had told him to arrive five after, but being late would set the better standard. Finley checked his appearance in the mirror at the face painting booth, which was now abandoned. He’d spent his last bit of money on a new shirt and jeans. He could have gotten more money, but he didn’t enjoy the means by which he would have to resort to do so. That was one of the reasons he was here. Only one of the reasons, though. Because for a guy like Finley there were multiple opportunities, but he only saw that now. He had cursed himself for being so blindfolded before. The blinders were off now, though, and his unlimited potential was stretching out in front of him. 
Finley dared to smile at himself in the mirror. The white button-up shirt fit well. He’d never worn anything so nice. Never been allowed to. Only black T-shirts and black jeans. All hand-me-downs. He’d splurged and even gotten a haircut and shave. Now his dark brown hair almost looked tamed, parted on one side and making a spiky arc on the other. 
“You got this,” he said to his image, boosting the confidence he knew he needed. It wasn’t the circus performers who intimidated him or even the crew. It was the one they all didn’t suspect. The one he came to take down. 
With his shoulders relaxed he headed straight for the back lot. Finley smelled the burning charcoal before he heard the voices and laughter. He’d watched, from the woods, this scene a few times, but now to willingly walk up to it produced a different feeling. 
When Finley strolled straight into the Vagabond after-show festivities three things happened: Half the groups stopped conversing. Most of the groups regarded him with puzzled stares. And Finley realized he had finally entered this deadly game and it might cost him his life. 



Chapter Thirteen

“Are you lost, son?” Titus, the creative director, asked Finley. He had stepped away from his conversation and approached the outsider as others stood curiously staring. “The circus is closed.” 
“Not lost,” Finley said, deliberately not expanding on his statement. 
Titus’s forehead wrinkled. He was a tall lean man and constantly had an irritated look on his face, but more so after Finley’s response. 
“Are you looking for someone?” he asked. 
“Yeah,” Finley said, still keeping it brief. 
“Well, I’m Titus,” he said, extending his hand. “Who might you be and who might I fetch for you?” 
Finley didn’t take the older man’s hand. Instead he roamed his eyes over the crowd at Titus’s back. Several pairs of curious eyes stared at him, but politely pretended to be uninterested. Zuma was one of them. She sat between Jack and Jasmine, her eyes half on him, studying him. He smiled at her before returning his gaze to Titus. 
“Dave Raydon is expecting me,” Finley said to the man.
Titus’s long face broke into a look of pity. “Thing is, son, Dave doesn’t meet with the public after hours. And I’m sure you’re excited to meet the ringmaster but he’s quite bus—”
“Well, it’s about time!” Dave’s booming voice filled the air as he strolled forward. He clapped a gloved hand on Titus’s shoulder, which stood even with Dave’s head. “Thanks for welcoming my friend, Titus,” he said and then turned his wide smile to Finley. Dave’s face was round with an extra layer of fat, but he was undoubtedly attractive, especially in his youth. And the bushy mustache made him appear whimsical, and also sophisticated. “What kept you, dear boy? I had begun to think you’d had second thoughts about the job.” 
At this, everyone quieted down. No one even made a show of not eavesdropping now. All eyes were on Finley. He made note of where the different people of interest were to ensure he was a good distance from the most dangerous. For now he was safe. 
“I just had some business to wrap up before I could devote my full attention to you and this meeting you’ve invited me to,” Finley said.
“And do I have your full attention now? No other obligations from this point forward?” the ringmaster asked. 
“None,” Finley said, extending his hand to Dave, who immediately took it and shook it exuberantly. 
“Very good,” he said, shaking it for a few seconds more than necessary. “And this isn’t a meeting, Finley. This here”—Dave turned to the crowd at his back, holding his arms wide—“is a celebration. We have one after every day of a show, and now we have more to celebrate.”
“We do?” Titus said, his face growing a shade darker. His blond eyebrows reached up so high, like they wished to connect with his hairline. “Dave, what’s going on? You haven’t included me in any of this.” 
“I haven’t,” Dave admitted easily. “I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
“You know I don’t like surprises, Dave,” Titus said, his fingers pressing into his temples like he could feel the headache coming on from the news he hadn’t yet received. 
“Oh, but you’ll like this one,” Dave said, a laugh in his voice, like uncontrollable giggling was about to commence. “You’re the one who’s been encouraging me to do something to boost sales and help the circus be more prosperous.”
Titus shook his head, his fingers still pinned on his temples. “Not make prosperous, but keep afloat.”
Dave waved him off. “And that’s what I’m doing.” He then reached out and took Finley’s hand and held it in the air above their heads, in front of Titus and the crowd of Vagabond Circus employees. The gesture was done easily between boy and older man. Although Finley was taller than Dave, they shared a similar grace. “I’d like you all to meet the newest performer for Vagabond Circus, Finley.” 
First there were several gasps of disbelief followed by a long sigh from Titus. Finley noticed someone in the crowd skirt to the back. Away. He suspected he knew who it was and they were already avoiding him, but not for long.
“No-no-no-no,” Titus said, his head shaking. “We’re mid-season. We aren’t adding acts right now.”
“Oh, but we are,” Dave said, not looking at Titus but rather fondly at Finley, who was the picture of cool although everyone was now scrutinizing him. 
“How can you think this will boost sales?” Titus asked. “This is suicide. Bringing in a new unrehearsed act when things are already running. Have you lost your mind?” 
“My mind is as strong as ever. And after reflection I realized that you, Titus, were right and we needed to do something drastic,” Dave said, that unrelenting spark always in his eyes, but magnified as he stared at the boy beside him, the one who was almost a man. Finley had a face full of subtle sharp angles, one that made him appear handsome and also discerning. His expression seemed to say, “I don’t trust the world.” 
Titus sighed slightly. “I meant raise ticket prices or add furlough days.” 
At this the crowd groaned with disapproval. 
“No worries, my lovelies,” Dave said to the circus people. “And Titus, I realized what you meant, but I have done something that will benefit everyone. I’ve hired Finley to join us and I truly believe he will add great value to our show.” 
Finley didn’t dare shift his flat expression, although his chest had swollen with pride. He didn’t even change his expression when Dave slapped him fondly on the back. “This dear boy is the missing piece we all knew was lacking from the show. The part that will really wow the audience.” 
There was another round of disgruntled mutters from the crowd. 
“Oh,” Dave said calmly, “you all know you’re spectacular, but here at Vagabond Circus we need to keep pushing the edge, and I think that’s what we will do with Finley’s help. Give them more of the unexplainable.” 
“Dave,” Titus said, drawing out his name, irritation in his voice. 
He held up a gloved finger. “Now Finley will begin rehearsal tomorrow and—”
“Dave! I’m the creative director,” Titus barked. “How dare you make this decision without me?” 
Looking unflustered, Dave smoothed down his dark brown hair in the front. “I told you already it was a surprise. You will, of course, have all the input on who he works with and how the acts are configured. Trust me on this, Titus. It will boost sales as you wanted.” 
Titus took in a long breath. He was quick to anger and quick to calm. And years of working with Dave Raydon had taught him to sometimes give the ringmaster a chance, because although spontaneous in nature, he also had good instincts. “Fine. What is this boy’s skill?” 
“He has a couple actually,” Dave said proudly. “And I’d love for him to show you firsthand tomorrow morning. It really is quite fun to see rather than talk about.” 
“Fine, fine,” Titus said, his face still red. 
“And,” Dave continued, “I’d like the acrobats to be there as well.” 
At this Jack and Zuma and Jasmine exchanged horrified looks. 
“Why them?” Titus said, irritation flaring in his words again. 
“Because Finley will be performing with them,” Dave said casually, like this should have been obvious from the beginning. 
Titus slammed his hand over his long forehead. “They’re our best act though.” 
“And they’re about to get even better,” Dave said, and now the laugh did spring out, joining his words. “Like I said before, as the creative director, you have full authority in how the acts are changed, but…”
“But…” Titus said, having worked with Dave long enough to read the hint in his voice. 
“But, I would have you consider pairing Zuma with Finley,” Dave said, looking at the acrobat sitting beside Jack and winking at her. His affection for her went deep. She was more than like a daughter to him. Zuma also represented so much of his inspiration for the circus. The girl had fire and talent and mystery. He had loved her from the start, and had given her special treatment by providing her more than just one role in the circus. Now he wanted to reward her again by giving her a chance to be the star, alongside Finley.  
“What?!” Zuma said, standing suddenly. She took hurried steps until she’d joined the ringmaster, the creative director and the stranger. “But I always work with Jack and Jaz!” 
“And you still will, but I think your gifts will complement Finley’s better in a duo,” Dave said, clasping his hands behind his back and rocking up on his toes and then down again. He was thoroughly pleased with himself and it was oozing from every one of his pores. 
“But I’m in a trio,” she said stubbornly, her frustration evident. 
“And I think we can all admit that they work, but duos are more compelling,” Dave said, and then his face lit up with a clever grin. “They’re more romantic to the audience.” 
Zuma rolled her eyes and then buried her head in her hands. She hadn’t dared to look back at Finley, who stood stock-still, a stone expression on his face. Jack had joined Zuma at her side. He regarded Finley now with an analyzing stare, which the stranger pretended not to notice. 
“Dave, I really—” Jack began but Dave simply held up his hand and he paused. 
“Do you trust me?” Dave said. 
“Well…” Jack blanched. “Yes, but—”
“Then indulge me in this,” Dave said simply. 
Jack nodded obediently and then looked at Zuma, who was just raising her head up to stare at Dave. She understood him better than most, maybe because she could get into his head if he allowed it, but also for the plain reason that she understood him. Looked up to him. Respected him more than any other. She stopped to study him, to try and piece this all together. When nothing of any help came to her, she revolved her gaze onto Jack. Where Finley’s face was sharp angles, Jack’s features were soft but still strong. It was his German heritage that was responsible for this as well as his blondish hair and wide shoulders. Jack had a look on his face that said he wanted to comfort Zuma, but he didn’t know how. Knew he couldn’t. Not like he wanted to. 
“But Dave, I don’t know the first thing about this person,” Zuma finally said, haphazardly throwing her arm in Finley’s direction, not looking at him. “How am I supposed to create an act when we are currently having shows?” 
“Well, I suppose you’ll spend extra time getting to know each other, dream travel time. It will be worth it,” Dave said unconcernedly. 
“Where did you find him?” Zuma asked, her eyes now roaming over Finley’s face. 
He allowed his expression to finally show some emotion. Anger. “I am right here, you know. You don’t have to refer to me like I’m not,” Finley said. 
The ringmaster smiled, not put off by Finley’s anger or Zuma’s skepticism. “I think,” Dave said, holding up a finger again, “if you, Zuma, want an answer to that question then you should ask Finley. It is his business.”
She turned to the stranger and faced him with an odd confidence he hadn’t witnessed before. Zuma was entitled, but not without right. She owned something about this world. And Finley couldn’t figure it out. “Where did you come from?” she asked. 
Finley didn’t like the way she was looking at him. This wasn’t the way this was supposed to go. “That is none of your business,” he said with a defiant smile. 
Zuma huffed with frustration, but also looked secretly happy to have received this reaction. It would make her case easier. “Dave, how am I supposed to work with someone so rude? You just bring this stranger in and split up our group?” The crowd around Zuma looked sympathetic.
“I didn’t split up anyone. I’m making the circus more complete. And might I remind everyone of the first of my only two rules,” Dave said, staring out at the people watching.  
There was silence and then heads shook, but Finley looked around, confused. “These rules? What are they?” 
“The first rule is to, above all else, respect each other,” Dave recited. 
“And the second?” Finley prompted. 
“That we do not enter into romantic relationships with one another,” Titus chimed in, his voice monotone.  
“Oh,” Finley said, having almost choked on his last breath. That hadn’t even occurred to him as a possibility as far as rules. No stealing or no violence maybe, but no dating was a strange rule. 
“And Zuma,” Dave said in a sensitive voice, earning a softened expression from her, “the final decision will be up to Titus and I know you respect his creative judgment.” 
She nodded. “I do, as much as yours.” 
“Then we will see how everything unfolds tomorrow,” Dave said, spreading his face wide with a smile again.  
They all nodded. This was Dave’s rule. It was hardly ever questioned and thoroughly respected. This was because he led through love and inspiration and Finley had never witnessed something so pure. Dave turned to Titus and he also forced a reluctant nod. “Okay, Dave. I’ll keep an open mind to adding a new performer.”
“Thank you, old friend,” Dave said to the creative director. “Now would you do the honors?” 
“Of course,” Titus said and then turned to Finley. “Would you please follow me and I’ll lead you to your trailer?” Titus said at once.  
And after those words Finley’s mask fully dropped, an excited smile popping on his face. 
“My trailer?” he repeated quietly. 
“Naturally,” Titus said, marching off. “Follow me. We have one open on the far side, right next to the other performers.” 



Chapter Fourteen
Finley bolted upright when he awoke the next morning. The comfortable bed underneath him and the cozy surroundings weren’t unwelcome, they were totally perplexing at first rising. It took him a few seconds of deliberation to piece together the parts of the night before that led him to this trailer and the queen-size bed that he was spread across. He was used to sleeping in the woods lately and the humid warehouse before that. He hadn’t awoken in a soft bed with morning sunlight neatly streaming through paisley curtains in… well, forever. 
Last night he was exhausted from the adrenaline of the weeks leading up to this part of the plan. After Titus showed him his trailer he collapsed into the bed and fell into dream-filled sleep the whole night. Now he wished he would have spent the night dream traveling to hone his skills or spy on these Vagabond Circus people. But even he needed good, old-fashioned sleep sometimes. 
The trailer had a bathroom, kitchen, and living area. All were small, but they were more than adequate. He took a shower with real hot water and then found plush towels at the ready when he exited. He laughed when he realized he’d been ready to shake off the water as he was accustomed to doing. At every turn there seemed to be something new to amaze the almost adult boy and he quickly realized his shortcomings. If the people he was about to work with spied this awe in him then they’d ridicule it. Worst of all was that they’d wonder about him. They’d ask questions. Last night Finley had thrown off Zuma’s questions about where he came from, but that wouldn’t last. He had to be ready the next time. Not with an answer, but with something that would keep her or anyone from asking again. No one could know where he came from. Finley wasn’t just ashamed of where he was from, he was incredibly appalled by it. Only one person at Vagabond Circus knew where he was from and they weren’t going to talk about it, because they also shared this curse. 
Upon exiting the bathroom, Finley found a box on the sofa. Titus must have put it there last night, although Finley didn’t remember. Maybe he put it there this morning since Finley didn’t care to lock his trailer last night before passing out. He shouldn’t have been so careless. That mistake could have gotten him killed. 
Too curious, Finley slid the lid off the box and there he stood, half naked in a towel, staring at what he suspected he’d find and still couldn’t believe. It was so silly. Something everyone here had, and yet didn’t appreciate. New clothes. He reached out and ran his hands over the smooth spandex of the workout suit. It was the colors of the Vagabond Circus, teal blue and neon green. He’d never performed in anything but threadbare street clothes. 
Under the full-body leotard in the box was a jacket and pants for warming up. Everything was brand new and had a strange scent to it. They smelled clean and newly manufactured and also had an undertone of perfume to them. 
It was upon pulling on the suit that Finley realized how revealing it was. He’d seen something similar on Jack in the ring. That guy wore it with pride and now Finley realized that was the only way. One can’t walk out in front of thousands of people with a skin-tight suit on and not own it. And what was he supposed to be self-conscious of? Finley was all lean muscles. He had years of parkour to thank for that. 
Finley pulled the jacket over his shoulders as he opened the door to his trailer. His trailer. The words still didn’t seem right, and he didn’t want to get used to them. This all wasn’t supposed to last. He didn’t belong here and neither did the person he’d come after. He’d take them out and then find a new life.
The smell of fried eggs and grilled flatbread was heavy in the air when Finley exited his trailer. He didn’t know those smells well. Couldn’t really identify them as anything more than “delicious.” His stomach rumbled furiously when he made his way out to where many of the people of Vagabond Circus were chatting. They all stopped in their various spots and stared at him. Some were polite and smiled a little. Some pretended not to have seen him and looked away almost at once. Zuma, who was speaking rapidly to her friend Jasmine, locked eyes with him and seemed to be trying to pierce him with a single look. 
“Z,” Jasmine said, drilling her friend in the arm with loose knuckles. “We already discussed this. Just give him a chance.” 
Without laying her eyes on Jasmine, Zuma deflected her next assault almost before it came. “Keep your hands off me and your advice to yourself.” 
Finley brought his hand up to his mouth, kissed it, and blew it at Zuma, who was only two trailers away. “You know you want to catch this, so go ahead, sweetheart,” he sang loud enough for her and everyone around to hear. 
“Gah! He didn’t just do that?” Zuma turned with revulsion and gaped at Jasmine, who appeared to be covering a look of amusement. 
“I do believe our boy just did,” she said, letting a giggle break through. 
“Jaz,” Zuma said and then trained the rest of her words into an inaudible whisper for only her friends’ ears to hear. 
Finley decided not to care and strolled dangerously close by the pair on the way to the trailer on the other side of them. In the common area, breakfast was being served from the food truck. And although Finley was half tempted to find out what real eggs actually tasted like, he decided that he had to stay focused.
The trailer on the other side of Zuma’s was Fanny’s. Four children of varying ages were kicking around a soccer ball when Finley approached. He’d gotten a strange look from most as he strolled through the trailer area, so he wasn’t surprised when the oldest boy pulled a shorter one by the shirt collar at once. He seemed repulsed by Finley, like any association with him would ruin his chances in the future with the circus. They called after the two remaining girls, but only the older one ran after them into the open door of the trailer. The smallest, a girl of around four, stood staring up at Finley with ocean blue eyes. Her hair was braided back into two French braids. Fanny’s handiwork. 
Finley leaned down, almost too quickly for her eyes to register, and plucked the ball from the ground. He spun it around on the tip of his finger. “Do you like to play soccer?” 
“I’m not very good,” the girl, whose name was Emily, said.
Finley dropped the ball to the ground and sank down with it, now looking up at the girl with hair like spun sunlight. “Who told you that?” 
She cocked her head at the trailer where the other children had disappeared. “Sebastian did. He said I am too young and mess up all their games.” 
Finley raised an eyebrow. “Do you know what I think?”
Emily shook her head, her long braids whipping against her face as she did. 
“I think he’s afraid that if you played, you might show him up,” Finley said with a wink. And there was something in his almost hazel green eyes that even a four-year-old couldn’t resist. 
Emily picked up the ball and handed it to him at once. “So you’ll play with me?” 
“Of course I will, but you have to make me one solid promise…”
She was smart for her age, even though she’d had no real training from parents, and had been in a cluster of kids in a foster home most of her life. The little girl studied him and then said, “I have to hear the deal before I agree.” 
“Fair enough,” Finley said, smiling at her, instantly feeling endeared to the little girl. She reminded him of a few of the kids he knew, but he didn’t consider them friends. Not like he thought he could consider this girl. Back where he came from, no one was friends. It was easier that way. “You stay away from people like Sebastian who tell you you aren’t good enough, and I’ll spend as much time with you as I can, telling you that you are.”
“What’s the catch?” she asked.
“There’s no catch,” he said. 
“Why would you tell me such a thing then? You don’t even know me,” Emily said. 
Finley stood with the soccer ball and shot it between his hands several times, all with a blur of movement, and then tossed it up to his head, where it spun before rolling over his shoulder, down his arm, and landing in his hand. “Because it’s true.” 
The girl’s face burst bright with a smile and a giggle. “That was fantastic. Can you do more tricks like that?” 
“I’m afraid he can’t,” Fanny cut in, stepping out of the trailer. She didn’t look directly at Finley as she cleared the few steps to the young girl. There she kneeled down and looked straight into the four-year-old’s eyes. “Dear Emily, would you mind popping into the trailer to fetch me my glasses? You can always find them and I’ve seemed to have misplaced the darn things again.” 
“But Ms. Fanny, why you say I can’t—”
“Shhh. Shhh. Little Em, I just meant that I need you to wait before spending time with the new acrobat. In time, I’m sure,” Fanny said, her Louisiana accent making her stern words sound sweet.
The little girl nodded solemnly and then turned without another look at Finley and ran to the trailer. 
Finley was about to protest when Fanny rose to full height. She was the stature of the average man and had the shoulders to match. “Mr.…?” 
“Just Finley. No mister’s necessary,” Finley said, his eyes still pinned on the trailer door where Emily had disappeared. 
“Mr. Finley, I’m sure you’re a reputable gentleman with many qualities I’ll come to admire,” Fanny began, her eyes matching the sincerity in her voice. “But until I have the time and honor to appreciate you as a person, I ask that you kindly stay away from my children. It’s nothing personal toward you, only that I don’t personally know you and want to keep my kids protected from the unknown.”
Finley hadn’t been offended per se and yet he had been slightly banished. He didn’t know what to make of this woman, who had perfect reason for her protection, but was taking her prejudice of the unknown and throwing it at him. He opened his mouth to argue and at that moment his ears were punished by the sound of laughter. A laughter he knew. Slowly he turned to catch Zuma giggling by the side of her friend. They, of course, had witnessed the whole thing. His good behavior and his humiliation. What they would remember would probably be the latter. 
“Yes, of course,” he said, bowing to the woman. “I completely understand, Mrs.…?”
“Just miss and you can call me Fanny.” 
He arched a disbelieving eyebrow at the older woman. “Yes, Fanny. I look forward to getting to know you.” 
The caretaker then blushed and that’s exactly what prompted the end of Zuma’s laughter. 
 



Chapter Fifteen
It was strange to Finley to just walk up to a counter at a truck and order food. That was the first strange part and then the second, almost stranger part, was that a chipper man handed him a Styrofoam plate full of steaming food without asking for a cent. The man had turned away almost immediately, back to the grill, when Finley opened his mouth to ask questions. He shoved the disputes back in his mouth and turned to the many tables lining the common area. It felt odd to sit alone, making himself an outcast at once. Therefore he decided to be bold and plucked himself down at a table that was bristling with noise. It was a table of performers. Not the acrobats, who were two tables over, spying and dissecting his every move. The table Finley chose was the one with the illusionist, Oliver, and the triplets who juggled using telekinesis, and then another girl who he remembered had the fire act. They laughed and conversed adamantly and hardly noticed him when he sat down.
Finley was pretty certain they were making a show of pretending that him choosing their table was nothing of interest. They chatted about something foreign to Finley for a good minute before the girl with long black hair turned to him. She had the most discerning eyes he’d spied in a long time. She was undoubtedly from the streets based on her piercing judgmental stare, but she almost seemed to be trying to put him in the right light in her mind over and over again.
“So why here?” she finally said, revealing a row of tiny top teeth and a lot of pink gum. “Why did you choose to sit here?”
“Versus where?” he said, throwing his fork into a cushion of eggs. He almost smiled at the meeting of fork and eggs, but caught himself in time. 
“Just seems you would want to be with your kind?” the girl with pale skin and cold green eyes said, indicating the table two over. 
“I thought there wasn’t a divide at this circus,” Finley said, daring to look back at the acrobats two tables over, watching him. 
“No matter how wonderful the leadership is, people will always do what they were born to do: create borders,” she said, pushing her plate of mostly not eaten food away. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my circus people, but I prefer to be with my ‘nuclear family,’” she said, fanning her hand at the people at the table. “These are my immediate family and those people”—she pointed around at the rest of the circus members—“are the extended family. The cousins. The ones you take in small doses.” 
“Right,” Finley said, staring at her plate of uneaten food. “I totally get it.” 
“No you don’t, because you are about the newest newbie I’ve ever set eyes on. But don’t worry, no one else knows that about you,” she said with a wink.
Finley worked to corral the unsettling feeling in his chest. Before he could utter a rebuttal, the girl, named Sunshine, said, “I only know that because I’m empathic and have read all the various emotions you’re experiencing right now. You hide and fake your emotions well.”
The space between his eyebrows creased. “You’ve read my emotions…” He wanted to be angry about it, but there was something about the girl that garnered an unearned trust from him. She had this unbreakable sadness in her demeanor. Sunshine seemed to know emotion the way Finley understood survival. And he believed that her knowledge of his emotions wasn’t something to be concerned about. There were other parts of him that posed a much bigger risk. 
Sunshine nodded at him, a knowing in her solemn eyes. “Yes, I read your emotions, but they’re safe with me. I won’t tell another soul,” she whispered for only him to hear. The other people at the table were talking to each other, ignoring them. “Really, I’d worry about Ms. Pink Streak over there,” she said, pointing straight at Zuma, who noticed it right away and glared back at her. “She’ll enter your brain and take all your secrets out if you’re not careful.”
“I’m careful,” Finley said, pushing his full plate away too, not hungry all of a sudden. It had always been a mystery to him why his mind was a vault. But it was like that since he could remember, impenetrable. He had few worries that Zuma could trespass his thoughts. Finley knew how to do more than most should with their minds, but none of it was that useful now that he studied his list of attributes. The boy mostly knew how to take and shelter. What he needed to do now was perform and outmaneuver. 
“I’m Sunshine,” the girl said, extending a hand to him. The name was perfect for her and then also completely ironic. No one had less of a sunshine personality than this girl. Melancholy fell around her like a cloud over mountains. 
“You already know my name,” Finley said dryly. 
Sunshine ignored this and the emotions brewing inside Finley that she read. “For the circus, I do the—”
“Pyrokinesis act,” Finley said, completing her words. “I’ve seen the show. You’re quite good and it’s ever a wonder that Ripley’s hasn’t been called to observe you.” 
 Blush showed up well on her pale cheeks. “Well, well, well, you’re actually nice. What a surprise. I haven’t met an acrobat who gave away compliments. You might do us well after all.” 
“I plan to save your very livelihood,” Finley said with a wink. Everyone at Vagabond Circus knew the twenty-year venture was threatened by hard times, but most didn’t speak about it. Finley’s honesty and presence marked many things that brought both hope and fear to the troupe. 
“So where are you from?” Sunshine asked, splaying out her black fingernails on the table. There wasn’t much about the girl that wasn’t black. Her eyes and skin weren’t, but that was about all. 
“All over,” Finley said, rising from the table. He noticed just then that Zuma’s eyes were still focused on him. Jack beside her was focused on Zuma. Jasmine didn’t seem to care about anyone around her. Finley leaned back down, his face close to Sunshine’s. “Maybe I haven’t worn out my welcome and can come back here for lunch?”
She turned, putting her lips close by Finley’s. “I think you’d be welcomed here. My friends welcome freaks and let’s be honest, you’re more freak than you are acrobat, but lucky for you, you pass for both.” 
He smiled at her before pulling himself upright and strolling by the acrobats’ table. Finley then leaned over it and tapped the tabletop three times, startling Zuma. “Show starts in ten minutes. Get your judging hats on, because I’m going to give you a lot to stick your nose up at,” he said and then left, the acrobats stared at his back as he did. 
 



Chapter Sixteen
The trapeze was set up when the acrobats entered the tent that morning. 
“What in the world?” Jack said, staring up. He and Zuma arrived at Dave’s side, who looked about as pleased as the night before. “I thought this newbie was showing us his skills,” Jack commented in confusion at the sight in front of him.  
“He is,” Dave said, turning to Jack. He had his thumbs pressed into the folds of his jacket. “Finley has asked that we start with the flying trapeze act.”
“He’s a catcher on trapeze?” Jack said, looking around, still confused. Finley was in the middle of the ring, not stretching, but rather staring up at the wires with a satisfied smile. 
“No, son,” Dave said, slapping Jack’s shoulder. Dave wasn’t his father, but he was about the same age, and Jack respected him a great deal more. “You, Jack, are our catcher.” 
“Wait, you want him to demonstrate his skill with me?” Jack said, letting his disbelief take him a step back. “I don’t even know the guy and you want me to catch him on trapeze?” 
Dave nodded proudly. “Bingo. Now you better warm up. Finley looks to be ready.” 
“But Dave—” 
“No buts,” Dave interrupted, holding up a hand. “You said last night that you trust me. Let’s stay with that thought for now.”
“Yeah, fine.” Jack looked to Zuma, whose eyes were beckoning him closer. He stepped nearer to her as Dave retreated. “What do you make of all this?” he asked her in a low whisper. 
Over his shoulder she watched Finley, who was making no attempt to hide where his attention was, straight on her. 
“I don’t know,” she said, refocusing on Jack. “But I trust Dave too, so let’s see where this is going. We have to be willing to adapt. I don’t like the idea of a new partner, but that guy joining the trapeze act is actually quite curious.”
Jack leaned in close so only Zuma could hear him. His breath drifted down her neck. “I really don’t like the idea of you partnering with him. I don’t like the way he looks at you.” 
She pulled back so their eyes were locked. “Jack Fuller, are you jealous?” 
He wanted to wrap his arms around her there, make it known to everyone under the big top who Zuma would belong to if such things were allowed in Vagabond Circus, but instead he smiled at her. “Yes, and more than a little bit.” 
She smiled, looking pleased. “You have nothing to worry about.” 
“One of these days, Z,” Jack said, giving her a hungry look. 
“You’re going to what?” she said, flashing him a challenging expression. Dave was now conversing with Titus, who didn’t look happy. Still, Jack and Zuma were running out of time for this intimate chat. 
“One of these days I’m running away from the circus with you and then you’ll find out,” Jack said.  
She stole another look at Dave before zipping up another inch between them. “I’m not ready to leave yet, but I do look forward to that.” 
Jack knew they had a tiny bit of privacy, since he still heard the director and ringmaster arguing at his back. That’s why he glided his finger along Zuma’s jawline. They never allowed themselves this type of moment but Finley’s arrival was already changing things. “You should be my partner,” he said. Zuma clasped her hand over his and then brought it to her mouth briefly. 
“I wish that could be the case, but—” 
“Giving our boy a pep talk, I see,” Jasmine said, arriving at their side and winking at Zuma. She then knocked her hip into Zuma’s and the three broke into an easy laugh. “Stop flirting already so I can see what this mystery man has in store,” Jasmine said. 
Zuma nodded to Jack, who backed away from her finally. When he turned she saw Finley standing, staring at her. His eyes seemed to be right on her, like she was all he saw in the gigantic tent.
She scowled at him and he returned her gesture with a disapproving head shake. 
“Z, what is he shaking his head about?” Jasmine asked.
“I don’t know, but he appears slightly deranged to me,” Zuma said, not keeping her voice down. 
“I’ll show you deranged, sweetheart,” Finley sang back to her as he climbed the trapeze ladder to the platform.
Zuma’s face flushed red. Finley was bold and he did the unexpected. It was a beautiful combination, Zuma thought. And also an indication that he was a complete train wreck.  
Jack had finished warming up by the time Dave and Titus joined the acrobats on the ground. Finley didn’t take any practice swings but instead stood on the platform, his eyes always on Zuma. She worried something was wrong with him. He appeared distracted by her and she feared he’d get himself hurt. Jack would probably be fine since his levitation skill made it unlikely that he’d have a long fall. And there was the net. However, there were other things that could happen that were worse than falling. Flying trapeze needed complete concentration and she didn’t like that this guy was about to swing straight into Jack. 
“All right, Finley,” Dave called from the ground, his gloved hand cupping his mouth. “Are you ready, my boy?”
 Finley stood tall, staring down, his eyes still on Zuma. Jack had been right; there was something different in the way Finley looked at her, she admitted. 
“Ready,” he sang down, finally pulling his eyes up to focus across the net where Jack was now sitting on the bar swinging.
“What am I catching?” Jack called down.
Before Dave could answer Finley yelled, “The quadruple.” 
Zuma’s mouth popped open.
Titus shook his head in disbelief. 
Jack narrowed his eyes. “No way, man!”
“Way,” Finley said, holding on to the bar, looking ready to disembark the platform. 
“But I hardly ever catch the girls with a triple,” Jack said, his tone sharp, disapproving.  
“They aren’t as good a flier as me,” Finley said. 
“I don’t even know your skill,” Jack yelled through the air.
“Just catch me,” Finley said, sounding irritated. “I’ll make the rotations. Just catch me.” 
Jack still sat seated on the bar, his position telling that he wasn’t convinced. 
“Jack, I believe Finley can do this,” Dave yelled up from the ground. “Let’s at least give him a chance. If he says he can do the quadruple in time for you to catch, then let’s try it.” 
Jack eyes danced with both strange excitement and nervousness. He’d never caught a guy. Just the girls. And he’d never caught the quadruple. There were multiple things that could go wrong, especially catching a new flier. It wasn’t like Dave to take these kinds of risks and maybe that’s what finally convinced Jack. He consented with a nod and slid into position, the back of his legs hooked around the rope on either side of the bar. His head was angled down, arms helping him to gain momentum. Jack swung back and forth, gaining more speed, his upside down position almost more natural to him than being right side up. 
A “hup” sound from Finley signaled the beginning of the trick. When Finley jumped into the air there was an incredible display of power. Zuma noticed his height was considerable compared to hers or Jasmine’s. Her heart tightened watching him glide through the air. Finley swung back and then forward again, moving so fast he blurred slightly. And then at full swing he exploded into a tight somersault straight in the air. Her eyes could hardly register the rotations, but she counted them: one, two, three, and then four, and he was still a head over where Jack’s hands were reaching out, ready to catch. They were moving fast though. Jack swung the opposite direction and then there was something like a pause and Finley flickered in the air and then suddenly, like she’d blinked and missed something, Finley’s hands caught Jack’s wrists. Jack’s hands held onto Finley and the pair both completed the swing. 
The scream of excitement that ripped from Zuma’s mouth surprised her. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath or that her chest was beating wildly from adrenaline. Beside her, Jasmine, Titus, and the ringmaster clapped madly. Jasmine jumped up and down several times, the smile on her face infecting Zuma with even more excitement. 
Jack let Finley down and he bounced on the net, not looking surprised that he’d made a nearly impossible trick look effortless. He flipped off the net and then shot a thumbs-up to Jack, who sat on his bar again, looking stunned. 
“Thanks for the catch,” Finley sang up at him. 
Jack stared down at Zuma, who still wore the look of disbelief. 
Dave clapped Titus on the shoulder. “He promised me he could do a quadruple and the boy doesn’t lie. What do you think now, old friend?”
“Unbelievable,” Titus said in a hoarse whisper. 
Finley had his hands clasped above his head, gripping the net, pulling it down slightly from his weight. His eyes were pinned on the group discussing him on the other side of the ring, some forty feet away. 
“I’m not sure I saw that clearly,” Jasmine said. “It was almost too fast. What’s that guy’s skill anyway?” 
And then Finley disappeared from their view and materialized right in between Jasmine and Zuma. Literally he popped up from the empty space, a clever grin on his face. “What do you mean? You miss something?”
Zuma screamed again, this time from the scare of having the stranger appear out of nowhere and drape his arm casually over her shoulder. Jasmine exploded with laughter. 
“He can teleport?” Titus said with a shocked face. He looked straight at Dave. “But I haven’t seen that since—”
“I know. It’s pretty impressive,” Dave said, cutting Titus off.
Jasmine was still laughing when Zuma pushed Finley’s arm off her. “Get some manners, would you,” she said, hiding her surprise and covering it with revulsion. Again she thought he was too bold.  
“What just happened down here?” Jack asked, strolling urgently from where he had just dismounted the net. He shot a protective stare at Zuma, who was wiping Finley’s sweat off her shoulder where he’d left it. 
Finley stared at Zuma with a mischievous expression. “Some people are easily offended.”
“And some people need to learn boundaries,” she said, shooting an angry look at the new member of Vagabond Circus.  
“Jack!” Jasmine said, still howling with laugher. “This guy just teleported.” 
Jack halted and gauged Finley. “That’s how you closed the distance to complete the quadruple then,” he stated rather than asked, seeming to piece the past events together in his mind. “I had thought I missed something, but it was all too fast.”  
“That’s exactly how,” Finley said. 
“Wow, that would come in handy for acrobatic skills,” Jack said, seeming to allow himself a moment to marvel in this new member’s skill. 
“And he also has super speed,” Dave announced proudly. “That’s another reason he could make those rotations fast enough to complete the quadruple.” 
Finley, who always seemed to be only half present even when the conversation concerned him, gazed impassively at the ground. Zuma was grateful that his eyes weren’t focused on her. They did something to her. Affected her, although she wasn’t sure how just yet. 
“I want him to be my partner,” Jasmine declared at once, taking the spot next to Finley and looping her arm through his. 
He met her gaze with cool eyes and then shook his head at her. “No offense, but I don’t work with anyone as a partner who could break my neck with the same effort it takes to snap their fingers.”
She cinched him in closer. “I see you’ve watched the show.” 
“I have,” he said, and swiveled his gaze on Zuma, a heat in his eyes that made her feel suddenly vulnerable. “It’s already been decided who I’ll partner with.” 
Zuma shivered, unsure why this guy had this chilling effect on her. 
“I promise not to hurt you,” Jasmine said, almost sounding to be begging. “And just imagine the act we could put together, your speed and my strength.”
Dave seemed to be considering this, Zuma could see. 
“But Jaz, I thought you were leaving the circus. You won’t have time to put together a new act,” Zuma said and quickly admonished herself for the announcement.
“Z!” Jasmine said in a hiss. “Would you be quiet?” 
“Jasmine,” Titus said in surprise. “I didn’t know you were planning to leave.”
“No one knew but my dear friend the blabbermouth,” Jasmine said, glaring at Zuma. 
Zuma wasn’t sure why she’d divulged the secret. Is it because I actually want to work with Finley? she thought, the idea sending strange prickles down her spine. He was an amazing flier and the idea of pairing his skills with hers was inspiring. She understood Jasmine’s excitement, although she would never be showing it for Finley.  
“Jasmine, you’re not serious? You’re not really thinking of leaving, are you?” the ringmaster asked, his tone filling the young girl’s face with disappointment. No one wanted to disappoint Dave and usually no one ever wanted to leave him.
“I’ve just been throwing around the idea,” she admitted. 
No one said a word, they just stared between the ringmaster and Jasmine. Finally she said, “I’m wondering if I’ve outgrown the circus, that’s all. I want more.” 
“Are you sure?” Dave said, staring at her, studying her. 
“No, I’m not sure, which is why I’m still here,” Jasmine said. 
“My little Minnie,” he said, using his sweet nickname for the girl, “stay the season through, will you? Give me that at least.” 
She nodded. “I’m not really ready anyway, just toying with the idea.”
“Which is allowed,” Dave said and then spun his gaze back to Finley, who still had his arm locked in Jasmine’s. 
“But my newest performer, I really feel is best suited as a partner with Zuma. And it’s the deal Finley and I made,” Dave said. 
“You made a deal about who he’d perform with?” Jack asked incredulously. 
“I did,” Dave said casually. “He wanted to work with Zuma and I agreed because I think they will make a brilliant act. I can already see the chemistry.” 
Zuma dropped her eyes, her chest buzzing suddenly with anxiety. Dave hadn’t just said what she thought she heard? Chemistry? Beside her she felt Jack tense. Zuma couldn’t bear to witness the look of loathing she knew Jack wore right then. 
“What about Zuma? Doesn’t she get any say in this?” Jack asked, his voice growing unsteady. 
All eyes turned to Zuma. She tried to make her face look like she was considering this ridiculous situation, rather than feeling confused by it. She wouldn’t look weak, especially in front of Finley. 
“Zuma,” Dave called to her and she brought her calculating eyes up to meet his. “Are you, after seeing Finley’s skill, amenable to be his partner? It’s your choice, and I won’t force you. You can have the job or I’ll give it to Jasmine.” 
If Zuma declined working with Finley then she’d be assigned Jack as a partner. She knew that. Jack knew that. Zuma didn’t need to be in Jack’s head to know what he thought or wanted. She knew what most people in the ring were thinking right now. However, she didn’t know what Finley actually thought. He was as much a mystery to her as she was to him. Nevertheless, his expression seemed to tell her enough. She didn’t look back at Jack but instead allowed her eyes to lock on Finley’s. They did something to her just then. Made her feel stronger than she was, although few were stronger than Zuma, even in Vagabond Circus. “I’m willing to give him a shot,” she said, her voice even, stripped of emotion.  
Dave erupted with applause. “Bravo! Then it’s official. You two start practice after lunch. Let’s convene now to discuss logistics, issues, and planning.”
Zuma shifted her gaze to catch the dark expression in Jack’s eyes before he turned and marched away.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Outside the big top, the circus was buzzing with commotion. Everyone was busy discussing the newbie acrobat. Dave recruited throughout the year, but new performers had to wait until the off-season to be incorporated into the show. Never had an act been added mid-season. The boy had to have an incredible talent to have changed protocol so radically. 
The triplets stood in a line, each only a foot from the other. They were practicing outside their trailer, trying their best to ignore the various conversations about Finley. Their act commanded full concentration and without that, fatal injury was the result. Each had six long daggers they were independently juggling from their handles. The rotations sped up until it was a stream of blurs. Then they began walking with measured steps until their line turned into a triangle, each facing one another, still juggling. Before each act, they always had an audience member authenticate that the blades were real and deathly sharp. 
The triplets were fifteen. Haady was the oldest by two minutes according to their birth certificate and his brother, Nabhi, was the youngest. Padmal, the middle sister, was only a minute older than him. They knew this information because they broke into the orphanage’s main office and stole their file before they ran away at the age of ten. Padmal cried for a whole day when she read that their mother gave them up, unable to afford three babies. The file also said that their mother confessed that splitting them up by only keeping one would be heartless. So she had the orphanage take all three infants two days after their birth. Moreover, their mother had been adamant that the triplets stay together, which in actuality made it even more difficult for them to ever be adopted. 
Padmal hadn’t thought that it would have been heartless for her mother to keep only one of them. She selfishly wanted to have been that one baby her mother kept. Her brothers took care of her, but she had always wanted a mother. Always. Wanted to have a connection to someone who wasn’t her sibling. Or a boy. 
The triplets only made it an hour outside the orphanage before a police officer brought them back. Three Indian children running through the streets of Sacramento at two in the morning were pretty easy to track down once the orphanage reported their disappearance. But a week later a man with a bushy mustache came to the orphanage and adopted them. He and his wife, Fanny, appeared to fall in love with the triplets at first sight. Of course, Dave and Fanny weren’t married but pretended for such occasions. And the pair had quite the knack for convincing busy administrators that they were the perfect family for the children they wanted to adopt. The triplets were then raised under Fanny’s care until at the age of twelve, when they all came into their dream travel gifts. Not only did they all share a birthday, but also the skill of telekinesis. 
On cue the triplets widened their triangle and then began passing the daggers among each other. That was the part of the act that always earned gasps from the audience. The act didn’t just depend on their telekinesis but also their unique connection to each other. They knew what one another thought without having Zuma’s gift of telepathy. From that point in the act the handles of the knives didn’t touch any of the six hands of the jugglers. That would have been insane since the blades were traveling at over forty miles per hour. However, that speed granted the illusion that the blades were being juggled from their hands when telekinesis was really the powerhouse of this act. Without a word, each of the triplets slowed the speed of the blades and caught them one at a time. During a show they would hold the blades high above their heads while receiving deafening applause. 
The triplets wanted to do that part of the act with sharp, melting icicles, but Dave hadn’t allowed it. Like most acts in the Vagabond Circus, they had to dial it down so it was mostly believable. Too much of the unexplainable earned the Vagabond Circus the wrong kind of attention. Dave didn’t mind his performers being called freaks, but he didn’t want them to be called fraudsters, which is a moniker all too often assigned unbelievable tricks and feats of grandeur. 
“Let’s move on to the second act,” Nabhi said, gathering the daggers and putting them in their case. 
Padmal consented, trudging over to the case of props, moving reluctantly, as she normally did. She wasn’t just mad that Dave had disallowed them from using icicles in the act, but she was also still resentful that Dave had adopted her in the first place. To everyone’s surprise she had protested the adoption. She wanted to stay at the orphanage, so sure that one day her mother would come for her, when she could afford her only daughter. Her brothers, the administrator, and Dave and Fanny were shocked. Everyone wanted a home. 
Finally her brothers convinced Padmal to consent and all these years she’d stayed at Vagabond Circus for them. But there wasn’t one day that she didn’t plot her escape. She didn’t enjoy performing and she made every excuse in her head for why what Dave did to create his circus was wrong. It was child labor. Enslavement. Exploitation. Some saw that he rescued the talented and brought out their potential, but she saw it as preying on the weak and manipulating them.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Sebastian and Benjamin, two of Fanny’s kids, watched from the sidelines as the triplets practiced. They kept their voices down, knowing that the jugglers needed to concentrate to avoid injury. 
“So what do you think the new guy’s gift is?” Benjamin asked, his eyes trained on the knives spinning through the air, the shiny metal of the blades catching the sunlight as they flew. 
“Probably mind control,” Sebastian said, blowing out a long breath. “That’s the only way I can imagine Dr. Raydon allowing him in the act.” 
“Oh, come on, man,” Benjamin said, throwing a punch into the older boy’s arm. “No one has the skill of mind control.” 
“If you know what’s good for you, then you won’t touch me again,” Sebastian said, scowling at the younger boy before fixing his long-sleeved shirt.
Benjamin wasn’t just afraid of Sebastian because he was older than him by a year. Benjamin was afraid of Sebastian because of the cold look the boy wore in his eyes. He’d noticed it when Sebastian arrived a few months ago. But since the girls Fanny also cared for were so much younger than him, he had no one to really play with. So he’d decided to befriend Sebastian. And since then he had been happy to have someone closer to his age in Fanny’s trailer. 
Sebastian was mostly all right as far as Benjamin thought. Everyone at Vagabond Circus was hard in their own way and Benjamin would probably have had that hostile look in his eyes too if he grew up on the streets like Sebastian. Benjamin was one of the fortunate ones who Dave found at an orphanage when he was just a toddler. He’d been under Fanny’s care since he could remember and he firmly believed that no one could ever love her like he did. He loved Fanny more than the circus, which was an astronomical amount. Benjamin, unlike Padmal, was truly grateful Dave had adopted him. The circus was his life and one day he’d be like Jack, the star of the circus. 
“What do you think your skill will be when you get it?” Benjamin asked.
“I have no idea,” Sebastian said, sounding almost disinterested in the conversation. He watched the triplets as they brought out their props for their second act, bowling balls. 
“Well, when do you think you’ll get it? You’ll be twelve sometime soon, eh?” Benjamin said. 
“Beats me,” Sebastian said, his eyes focused elsewhere. “I don’t know when my birthday is really. I think it’s in the winter, and I might not even get it when I turn twelve.”
“True,” Benjamin said, chewing on his lip for a second. “Ms. Fanny told me that boys mature slower than girls and sometimes don’t hit puberty until they’re fourteen.”
“Yeah,” Sebastian said, sounding as though he hadn’t really been listening. 
“Well, I hope that I don’t have to wait that long. I hope I hit puberty on the early side.” 
“Huh?” Sebastian said, looking at Benjamin blankly. 
“My gift,” he said, looking at the other boy in surprise. “I hope I get it soon.”
“Oh, dude, stop obsessing over that, would you? Just be a kid,” he said and then walked off back toward the trailer they shared. 
Benjamin blinked in surprise. Sebastian always said stuff like that, acting burdened like he had the weight of adult responsibilities on his shoulders. He was always lecturing Benjamin. After a moment, the boy shrugged the thought off and focused back on the triplets juggling bowling balls high above their heads.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Zuma spent all of lunch trying and failing to locate Jack. She wanted to explain. Explain her decision to him for choosing Finley over him as a partner. Zuma had been afraid to be Jack’s partner in the act. And to avoid her fears she’d consented to be some strange guy’s partner. And yet there was something so persuasive about Finley. She’d noticed it from the first moment she saw him. Little did she know then that she’d be seeing him again or that she would be his partner. And the more she thought about it, as she banged on Jack’s trailer door and searched his usual spots, the more she was strangely excited to see what kind of act she and Finley could put together. His speed and teleporting were astonishing on their own, but paired with her skills they could do something incredible. It was when she started in the direction of the big top that she realized how brilliant Dave had been to pair them up. Their skills would completely complement each other’s. But she was going to have to get past his challenging personality first. 
Finley spent all of lunch trying to locate Fanny. He had the perfect way to gain her trust and he wouldn’t even have to scheme to do it. Actually the situation might prove to be a win-win. However, she and her kids weren’t anywhere he knew to look. He watched from the shadow of Fanny’s trailer as Zuma pounded on Jack’s door. Finley smiled to himself. He had hoped she’d choose him, but had his doubts about it. So when Zuma agreed to be his partner he realized he was finally in the right place and time in his life. For once things were looking up. 
Neither Zuma nor Finley had eaten lunch by the time they were scheduled to meet in the big top. During this meeting, Titus had asked that they spend the time alone together getting to know each other’s abilities before he joined them with ideas for their act. Knowing Titus, he already had a dozen ideas which were all good. 
Zuma was lying on the practice mat, stretching, when Finley strolled into the tent. He walked by her without even acknowledging her presence. Zuma’s head clouded with both frustration and disbelief. He hadn’t even glanced in her direction. Behind her she could hear him taking off his warm-up suit. Maybe he’s just trying to get ready before talking to me. Maybe he’s actually nervous, she thought. There was no place with more ego and intimidation than the circus on your first day. 
She leaned over her straddled legs to deepen the stretch as she focused on his thoughts. Zuma could feel thoughts like people did the wind. She could direct her mind to hone in on a particular person’s thoughts and pull them to her, but she was hitting a wall with Finley. Nothing. Not a hint of a thought.
Most people at Vagabond Circus knew how to keep her out, as Dave taught Dream Travelers multiple shielding techniques for various reasons. He told them that there were people with the same skills as Zuma, but who shouldn’t be trusted with private thoughts and that although he tried to protect them from leeches like that he couldn’t ensure that he’d always be able to.
However, Zuma wasn’t sensing a shield from Finley, but rather a void. It was like Finley didn’t have any thoughts to shield. Whatever technique he was using to keep Zuma out, it was far more effective than the method Dave taught. She could usually find a back door if properly motivated, but there wasn’t a back door to the invisible building of Finley’s mind. 
Unable to resist, she stood and turned around to spy Finley balancing on the slack line that was stretched out at the back of the practice tent. It hovered three feet off the ground. He pranced across it, not an ounce of unease in his steps. Finley moved like he was one with the line, and then she knew exactly four seconds before it happened what he was going to do. He flipped himself backwards in a back tuck and landed on the rope solidly. And then he took the momentum the line bounced back at him into a front flip and full twist and dismounted onto the mat. His back was to Zuma and he didn’t turn to catch the look of amazement she was trying to cover up, but rather marched to the drink and towel station on the far tent wall. 
He moved differently from Jack. Not like a gymnast. His flips were different from most too. There was a punchy power to them, less grace but still mesmerizing. And although she was incredibly impressed by this little show he’d just put on, she was growing more furious by the second that he was pretending she didn’t exist. What’s this guy’s problem? He sipped water from a paper cup, disposed of it, and then toweled off before turning around and returning to the slack line. 
Zuma managed to keep her frustrated sigh locked inside her, but that wouldn’t last for long. With a firm determination she turned and stalked for the exit. She was almost to the door when Finley appeared out of nowhere two feet in front of her. She halted with a startled gasp. He’d teleported and had a half smile pulling up the corner on one side of his mouth. 
“Where are you going?” he said, crossing his arms in front of his chest, a challenging look in his hazel eyes. Were they green or brown? Zuma wondered and then shook the stupid question out of her head.
“I’m going to tell Dave I changed my mind!” Zuma said, her frustration making her voice shake. 
“Oh, about being in the circus?” Finley said, nodding like he understood. “Yeah, you’re kind of in over your head.” 
She narrowed her eyes at him. “No, I changed my mind about giving an asshole a chance to be my partner.” 
Finley’s smile widened. “You’re only saying that because you can’t get in my head. A valiant effort earlier though.” 
He could sense me trying to read his thoughts? Most never sensed her intrusion. Jack, Jasmine, Dave, and Titus did but that was because she’d formed an established link with their thoughts based on trust and seamless communication. 
“Look I get that you’re trying to overcompensate but we respect each other here,” Zuma said. 
“Right, rule number one,” Finley said, that amused expression still on his face. “So based on rule number two I sense you and Jon are skirting a dangerous boundary.” 
“His name is Jack, and not that it’s your business but there’s nothing going on,” Zuma said. 
His eyes took their time running over the features of her face and then when they touched her mouth, they lit up with amusement. “Well, that’s a relief.” Finley took a step closer to Zuma and held out a hand. “Shall we get started?” 
She knocked his hand out from in front of her and marched around him. 
Again he teleported, appearing a few steps in front of her. “You really don’t get how this works, do you? You leave. I’ll stop you.” He pointed at her and then him. “You and I are working together.” 
“You’re not really giving me any incentives to want to work with you. I realize you’re new to the circus but partners in an acrobat act have to actually get along and right now I can’t stand you,” Zuma said. 
He bit down on the corner of his mouth and smiled. “But you don’t despise me yet, right?” 
She shook her head and sighed heavily. “You just don’t get it.” 
He held up his hands as if in surrender. “You’re right. Teach me?” 
“Why is it that you asked to work with me? Why was that the deal you made with Dave?” Zuma said, scrutinizing. 
“Because I’m new to the circus and obviously you are too, based on your skill, so I thought we’d relate,” Finley said, not even daring to cover the mischief in his eyes. 
“I’m not new to the circus,” Zuma said through clenched teeth. 
“Really?” Finley said in mock surprise. “Could have fooled me,” he said and was proud of how he’d diverted her question. He could never confess the true reason he’d asked to work with Zuma…because she intrigued him. 
She tapered her dark brown eyes at him. And then she made the decision to throw respect out the window and beat this guy at his own game. “Were you studying the circus, trying to find your in when you came to those six shows?” Zuma asked. 
His smile faltered slightly. 
Zuma stole his grin and plastered it on her own satisfied face. “Did you think that sitting in the back row would keep you hidden so you wouldn’t be recognized when you invaded our circus?” 
He studied her. “What’s your other skill, besides telepathy?” 
She tilted her head and batted her long eyelashes at him innocently. “Skills.” 
“What?” 
“I have two other skills beside telepathy.” She turned and made her way back into the center of the practice tent. This game was easier than she thought. And as Zuma suspected Finley teleported right in front of her again but this time only a foot away. 
He leaned down. “What are your other skills?” 
She looked up at him. “I think you’ll earn that information by showing me more respect going forward.” 
Finley rolled his eyes. “That’s not how respect works. It’s something you earn by not treating me like a plague victim since the moment I took the job.” 
“What are you talking about? You didn’t even acknowledge me when you came in here a little while ago,” Zuma said. 
“Oh, and it would have killed you to be the first one to say something?”  
Zuma blinked blankly at Finley. “No, you’re right. I could have. But I’m also not forgetting that you’ve insulted me multiple times during this conversation. Do you want to work with me or not?”
“I do,” Finley said. 
“Then why are you going out of your way to make me dislike you?” Zuma said. 
It was Finley’s turn to corral the emotion that tried to spring to his face. The last thing he wanted was Zuma to dislike him. Still, he had his reasons for treating her the way he had. But now looking at her disappointed eyes his reasons felt like fault lines underneath his feet. He stared at Zuma and she stared back, her unrelenting gaze twisting his doggedness into a fraying rope. “We’ve obviously started off on the wrong foot,” Finley admitted after a pause. “Why don’t we start over?”
She considered him and then nodded. “Fine. I’ll give you one more shot.” 
“Thank you,” he said, looking pleased. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Finley. I’m notorious for being an asshole, but I make up for it in other ways.” 
She couldn’t help but smile slightly. “Nice to meet you, Finley. I’m Zuma and I have no shortcomings.” And when she took his hand he pulled her in tight and leaned down and whispered close to ear. 
“Nice to meet you, and I look forward to learning if that’s true, Zuma.” He parted with a satisfied smile when he spied the goose bumps surface on her neck. And just in time for Titus to enter the tent.
 



Chapter Twenty
Titus had spent the last two hours wisely before his meeting with Zuma and Finley. He didn’t have a few ideas for their act, but rather one exceptionally solid one. Titus wasn’t the excitable type. That was Dave’s role at Vagabond Circus. Titus kept things calm and running in spite of the many distractions Dave created. But after brainstorming alone in his shared office, Titus couldn’t wipe the eager grin off his face. Creating an act at this stage in the season was crazy, but based on the talent they now had, the possibilities were brilliant. Titus had to give Dave credit. This was a risk worth taking and would have people talking up and down the west coast. 
“What we’re going to do is create a new story that the circus tells,” Titus said, sounding strangely breathless. 
“Wait, we’re changing the story? That’s major,” Zuma said in disbelief. 
“Yes, but it’s a great idea. It will be the most inspiring story the Vagabond Circus has ever told. And for you, Zuma, it’s the break you’ve been waiting for,” Titus said. 
“Why does everyone think I want to be the star?” Zuma complained. 
“Everyone wants to be the star,” Finley said dryly before focusing on Titus. “What’s this new story?” 
“Well, the good news is that we don’t have to change much to tell it. The narrator will take care of most of the changes and the acts won’t be altered too much. But we will add a few acts with you, Finley, and of course, add your quadruple to the trapeze,” Titus said. 
“He can do high wire too,” Zuma said, surprising herself with the sudden disclosure. 
Titus arched an impressed eyebrow at Finley. “That will come in very handy.” He coughed to clear his throat. “All right, so the show starts with you, Zuma, being imprisoned in a room. You’re a girl whose father locks her up every night before dark, afraid of the creatures that prowl outside at night. However, you escape one night and meet the monsters, which will be our various existing acts. Zuma, you will be in the ring most of the time. As the story progresses, you approach one of the monsters and duel him. During the battle you end up taming the monster and you two fall in love.” Titus ends this with a triumphant smile. “What do you think?” 
“The monsters I meet?” Zuma asked, looking skeptical.  
“Well, they’re the triplets, the acrobats, Sunshine, and Oliver. The cast,” Titus said, like this should have been obvious. 
“And the one I duel and fall in love with?” Zuma said, lowering her chin and giving him a measured glare.  
“It’s Finley, naturally.” 
“Naturally,” she said dryly. 
“What, don’t you like it?” Titus asked. He was always sensitive when it came to his new ideas. 
“No, I like it, it’s just…” Zuma’s face flushed although she couldn’t figure out why. It wasn’t like the story was really about her. 
“I think,” Titus began, “that pairing your skills to create a beautiful fight scene will really be impressive. We can even do part of it on the high wire.” He stopped and smiled at the idea. “Yeah, two acrobats on a wire. It will be simply brilliant. Then the fight will morph into a dance and a series of flips and holds as you two fall in love.”
Zuma tried three times to swallow the lump in her throat. She sought to cover up her nervousness with a compliment. “Titus, that’s beautiful. You came up with all that over lunch?”
“Actually the whole idea popped into my head when I was in the john,” he said with a guilty shrug. 
“It is really beautiful,” Finley admitted, his eyes not on Zuma for once. Then his face fell with a worry he quickly covered up. This act would put him much closer to Zuma than he had thought. And although he craved the idea of working with her, he also knew he needed to keep a boundary. Two parts of Finley battled. His deal to work with Zuma was his indulgent side, and the one that pushed her away was his pragmatic side. And currently the two parts were even. 
“Then it’s settled,” Titus said, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “We have a new show!”
“I just have one more question though.” Finley paused and then turned his pensive gaze on Zuma, putting her back under his spell. “What are these skills of Zuma’s that complement mine?”
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Titus blinked in surprise. “Wait, you don’t know?” He eyed his watch. “I realize I’m early, but what were you two doing before I arrived? You were supposed to be getting to know each other’s skills.” 
“We didn’t get to that,” Finley said, his face turning dark. “Zuma was too busy going on about how much she didn’t want to work with me.”
Zuma shot Finley a startled look of fury. “I was not! He was the one acting like he didn’t want to work with me!” 
“Oh, right,” Finley said with a huff. “By putting on a spectacular show for you,” he said, throwing his arm at the high wire. 
She tied her arms across her chest. “That’s what you’re calling spectacular? Ha!” 
He matched her pose and tapped his foot, irritation heavy in the movement. “I did ask her what her skills were and she refused to tell me,” he said to Titus, who looked confused. The creative director didn’t do well when it came to conflicts between performers. Thankfully it happened rarely. He didn’t have Dave’s way with the circus family.  
“Zuma, is that true?” Titus asked, growing more uncomfortable by the second.  
“What happened to starting over?” she said, glaring at Finley. 
He gave her a cold smile. “We did start over and this is where we are now,” he said, hoping this was working, hoping she couldn’t see through his act.  
Titus slid his hand over his graying blond hair. “Okay,” he said, drawing out the word. “You two obviously have some team-building opportunities here. I realize that you, Zuma, are used to being with Jasmine and Jack, but Dave is giving you an incredible chance.” He turned to Finley. “And I’m going to be bold here and tell you that antagonizing Zuma is probably not going to work in your favor.” 
Finley smiled. “Oh, I don’t know, I like the way she looks when she’s angry. And she should be thanking me for provoking her,” he said, staring straight at Zuma. 
“Thank you? For what? For being a bipolar jerk?” she said. 
“Exactly,” Finley said, nodding. “Having strong emotions is great for performing.”
“He’s insane,” she said, pointing to Finley and staring at Titus.
The creative director shrugged, looking defeated, and backed away. 
“Titus!” Zuma yelled. “You can’t just let him get away with disrespecting me.” 
He shook his head. “As far as I’m concerned, this is something you two need to get through on your own. And lucky for you there will be an ample opportunity. I want you creating an act based on my ideas for the rest of the day. I will review what you have tonight and then you will rehearse while dream traveling for all of the night. So, I’d advise you both to change your attitudes toward each other since you’re spending the rest of the day and night together,” Titus said. 
“But it’s my day off,” Zuma argued. 
Titus almost laughed at this, but controlled himself. “We all know there’s no days off at Vagabond Circus. And besides I have high hopes for you two. I want to do a run-through tomorrow morning with the whole cast and then we will produce the new show tomorrow evening for Seattle before heading to Portland.” 
“This is crazy, Titus,” Zuma said. 
He nodded in agreement. “Yes, completely. But I think that it will boost sales and that means we all keep our jobs, so please do try your best to get along.” Titus then turned to Finley. “Now, to answer your question, besides being telepathic Zuma also has combat sense and—” 
“Wait,” Finley said, swiveling his face to Zuma. “So…” He prepared to pivot on his back foot and before he did her eyes shot to his foot. He stopped. Smiled. “So if I go to kick you—”
“Then she will sense it seconds before you telegraph,” Titus answered for her. 
Finley nodded in approval. “That will make a fight between us quite interesting.” 
“Fight scene,” Titus corrected. “You two will be creating a fight scene, and I agree. Most wouldn’t be able to keep up with your super speed, Finley, but Zuma should have no trouble.” He turned and nodded at Zuma proudly. “I had my doubts but Dave encouraging me to pair you with Finley was genius. The old man still has it, I’ll admit.” 
Zuma couldn’t help but nod with him in agreement, although her eyes were still narrowed with frustration.
“And what’s your third skill?” Finley said, breaking in. 
Zuma sighed, resigning slightly. “I have an eidetic memory, meaning I can recall images after only a brief exposure with a high degree of detail.” 
“Ahhh…” Finley said, piecing it all together. “So you can remember everyone in the crowd. And you know how many times they’ve been in the audience and where they sat. Is that right?”  
“Yes,” she said plainly. All her secrets were out now. 
“That’s a lot of information to catalogue,” Finley said, looking impressed. “How does it help you in the circus?” 
She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe it doesn’t. But I see everything and with the right intention I can go back to memories and study them to learn more information. Reasons behind why someone would stalk the circus,” she said, her tone filled with meaning. 
For the first time that afternoon Finley’s cool features shifted with stress. 
“Well, I think at this point you two have everything you need from me to get started,” Titus said, feeling the tension between the two and wanting to get away from it quickly. “No breaks until dinner and then I want to see what you’ve come up with.” Titus turned and stalked for the exit, but halted just before. “Oh, and Finley?” he called back. 
“What?” he said.
“Really I think your best advantage with Zuma is to allow her in your thoughts. If you do then you two can work together more seamlessly, the way she works with Jack and Jasmine,” Titus said before leaving Zuma and Finley staring across the four feet separating them, a strange tension tethering them to each other.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Dave was almost skipping with a new exuberance as he crossed the grounds to his trailer. His meeting with Titus had been the best one in years. The creative director had a renewed energy. He was actually excited about the show. That hadn’t happened in a long time. And they both knew changing the narrator script would take some work before the new show tomorrow, but it could be done. Everyone would be rehearsing during dream travel tonight. That was more than enough time for his circus to reconfigure the show.
The most important part of the show rested on Zuma’s shoulders and there was no one he had more faith in. She was reliable, trustworthy, and she wanted the circus to be a success. Few loved the circus like he did, but Zuma was one of them. Sunshine had disclosed this to him one winter night when he questioned whether he had the support he needed to keep leading the circus. He knew Sunshine didn’t much care for Zuma but she respected her and had been nice enough to share that information. She had said that Zuma’s love for the circus was comparable to nothing else in her life. 
Upon entering his trailer Dave’s spirits dropped a degree. 
“Again?” he said to the empty trailer. The space looked as it had when he left it this morning, except for three specific things: The mat in front of the sink was flipped up at the corner like someone tripped on it and didn’t bother to fix it. Secondly, there were smudged fingerprints on the door handle. And lastly, the bottle of hand soap by the kitchen sink was turned at a thirty-degree angle. Dave would never leave a mat unfixed. Wore gloves and therefore made no smudges. And ensured everything was always facing forward, with the label showing. 
This was the second time someone had broken into his trailer and he couldn’t understand their purpose. They didn’t take anything or seem to be looking for something. Actually it seemed to Dave that they touched everything like they were trying to give him a panic attack. Dave had been clinically diagnosed with obsessive compulsive disorder and couldn’t stand the idea of foreign germs in his personal space. Maybe this person knew this and was trying to play a prank. He didn’t think most people knew this about him though. Zuma and Sunshine knew due to their skill, and Titus, but no one else. Most people just thought that Dave wore his white ringmaster gloves most of the time out of habit. He had told the kids that they brought good luck when they asked one time.
Dave strode straight for the assorted chemicals he kept under the sink and went to cleaning his trailer. He didn’t really have the time for such a chore, but he wouldn’t be able to concentrate until it was thoroughly clean again. Dave was irritated that his disorder was making him lose time he could be devoting to the new show. But what he didn’t realize was his OCD would keep him alive for another day.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
“What was that about?” Zuma asked, pinning her hands on her hips. “One minute you’re hot and the next you’re cold.” 
Finley stroked his fingers through his brown hair, shrugged, then grabbed the pad of paper Titus left with his notes and tossed it at her. “You take notes,” he said.
The truth was he didn’t know how to act around Zuma. She wasn’t like most girls he met. She had a beautiful confidence. She had grace. And now that he knew what all her skills were, he was even more drawn to her. Drawn to her like the tide to the earth, like the birds to the trees, and like the predator to the prey. Her powers complemented his perfectly and all this was absolutely wrong. Finley couldn’t allow himself this distraction. He looked at Zuma a few feet away, studying him. When he really allowed himself to look at her he saw himself failing. He saw himself turning weak and making decisions based on the wrong motivator. 
“I really don’t understand you,” Zuma said, shaking her head and daring to take the seat next to him. She still couldn’t get in his mind and there was no one’s thoughts she’d ever wanted to read more than Finley’s.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Jack knew the only way he could clear his head was to get away from the circus. It wasn’t something he did often as he preferred the company of his friends. But the recent events had triggered an old anxiety. He borrowed Titus’s car and drove to a park on the other side of town. He could have gone to one of the more interesting places in Seattle. The city was overflowing with places to dazzle the senses, but Jack’s senses were currently on overload.
Actually, if Jack really wanted to get away then he could close his eyes and go to Egypt or Alaska or anywhere his mind intended by dream traveling. But Jack preferred to get away physically when his stress grew to this level. It was something about being away from everything that gave him hope that when he returned things would be better. 
He should have been pleased with the recent events, not stressed. Dave was happier than he’d ever seen him and he was a man prone to happiness. Jack had caught the quadruple for the first time ever. And even he admitted that Finley’s skills would add value to their show. Just advertising that they had a riskier trapeze act would earn them higher sales. And that’s what they’d wanted as a circus. But Zuma… The way that she’d looked at Finley. The girl had caught herself. Rearranged her face into a grimace, but Jack had seen it. There was a connection between her and Finley and it brought up so many of his old insecurities. 
Jack was the youngest of five boys. Four of those boys were famous, brilliant, regarded with prestige. And then there was Jack. From an early age he had been ordinary in his parents’ eyes. He hadn’t invented anything by age six, or scored a modeling contract, or graduated from high school by age ten. Those were things that his brothers had accomplished. He had failed his whole life to impress his parents, which was why he joined the circus at age fifteen. They hadn’t cared. They had been happy for him and relieved that he was gone so they didn’t have to hide their disappointment regularly. When the circus came through town, sometimes they came. Usually they didn’t. But Jack didn’t care because regardless, he was a star now. Maybe by his parents’ standards he wasn’t a real star, but in the eyes of the audience of Vagabond Circus he was famed. And now he felt his success being challenged. It made the anxiety begin its battle inside him. Making him feel vulnerable like his insides would burst. Like he needed to get out of his body. He took a few deep breaths as he sat on the top of the picnic table and watched various families in the distance. 
Worst of all, what fueled the stress now was that Zuma, after given the choice, chose to perform with a stranger over Jack. She had to know that would hurt him. Hadn’t she said she wanted to work with Jack? But she didn’t choose him. This was its own stress, a new one, connected to Zuma. Since he met her three years prior, they were instantly endeared to one another. She arrived the same month he did, when she was also fifteen. From the beginning they were always together, finding that spending time with each other was easy and fun. For Jack there was no one who understood him like Zuma. She seemed to know he had a deep insecurity and never did anything to trigger his fears of lack. And maybe that’s why he believed he was in love with her. Or maybe it was because he couldn’t have her as long as they were at Vagabond Circus. Zuma was for sure his best friend, and yet he wasn’t sure how he truly felt about her. And for the first time ever, she’d done something that she’d never done. She’d rejected him. She’d made him feel insecure.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
It took Finley and Zuma only thirty minutes to sketch out a full act. Finley already had most of the act planned in his head, it seemed to Zuma. She jotted down his ideas, having to ask him to repeat things several times because he was speaking so fast. It was like a new person had stepped into him, one that was alive with creativity, all his bad attitude gone. 
“You can really do all this stuff?” she asked, pointing at the page of notes she’d taken. 
He didn’t even glance at it, just puckered his lips and nodded. 
The act they had created on paper was extraordinary, using their skills together to do more than the unexplainable. To Zuma the act sounded frightening and beautiful. She smiled, thinking of Dave’s reaction. 
Finley pretended not to notice the satisfied grin on the girl’s face. He pretended it did nothing to him. Zuma’s face was a series of slants that gave her an exotic look but also something relatable. He guessed she was at least half South American based on her dark brown eyes flecked with gold that complimented her blonde hair. 
Finley pulled his eyes away from her face and stood, ready to practice. He extended a hand to Zuma, who eyed it before pushing herself up without his help. 
“My question to you is, do you really think you can do all the choreography?” Finley asked with a skeptical look at Zuma. 
She shook off his remark. “Of course I can.” 
He shrugged with a look of doubt. 
“What?” she demanded. 
“Just that you were the third-ranked acrobat in a three-person act,” he said. 
She almost laughed. He was trying to get under her skin again. It was working, but he couldn’t know it. “Jack and Jasmine’s skills work better together. But I’m still an incredible acrobat.” 
Finley actually couldn’t argue this but he hoped his face communicated a different feeling. Watching Zuma perform was something he could do endlessly. He worried now whether he would be able to stay focused in the ring. “Okay, you can flip and all,” Finley said, “but what about the martial arts in the act?”
“I wouldn’t have put it in the act if I couldn’t do it. I have been taking gymnastics and karate since I was five years old so wipe that look of doubt off your face,” Zuma said. 
He turned to the chalk station, covering his hands with powder and also hiding the expression on his face. Of course she had professional training. He wondered why he hadn’t considered this before. And why does it matter? 
“Actually,” Zuma said, joining him at the chalk station, “Jack attended my gymnastics school too. And we went to the same high school, but we didn’t meet each other until we joined Vagabond Circus. Isn’t that crazy?” 
Finley turned to her. “Not crazy in the least. Uninteresting maybe.”
“I thought it was interesting,” Zuma said, keeping her voice cool, unaffected. 
“Why in the hell do you think I care how you and Jack met or that you went to the same school?” Finley said. 
Zuma actually smiled at him, which made Finley furious. “Aw, you’re jealous. I thought so,” she said. 
“I’m not jealous,” Finley said. 
“Then why the sudden attitude?” she asked, the smug look still on her face. 
“I always have an attitude,” he said. 
“You know,” she said in a sing-song voice, “being jealous kind of makes you a freak, since you hardly know me.” 
Finley had watched Zuma enough to feel he knew her. His knowledge of her felt intimate to him. And he hated the way she regarded him right now, like he was a diabolical jerk. But it was for the best. 
“Let’s get started,” he said, turning and walking for the practice mat. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Oliver was one of the most recent performers to join Vagabond Circus; well, before Finley. His opening act, producing the Arabian horses, had given the circus a new reputation. And Dave would have loved for him to perform more than the two acts in the circus, but it was beyond the young illusionist’s capacity. Creating illusions in the physical realm was extremely draining and complicated. 
His second act involved a magic show with Padmal as his assistant. He’d begged her to take on the extra act and she’d finally agreed. Oliver didn’t pull rabbits out of hats and saw Padmal in half. He pulled a rattlesnake from an audience member’s small purse and threw it out in the middle of the ring, where it appeared to slide under the back curtain. And he made Padmal disappear and reappear in multiple places around the ring. 
“We could really add to the act if we combined your telekinesis with my skill,” he said to Padmal across the lunch table. Almost everyone had left to enjoy their free afternoon. Her older brother, Haady, had tapped Oliver on the shoulder and given him a sympathetic look as he left. He knew the uphill battle Oliver suffered working with Padmal. 
“I don’t want to do more for Vagabond Circus. I want to do less,” she said, making her plate fly to the bin on the cleaning station using her telekinesis. 
“Then let’s leave,” Oliver said, his scratchy voice low. “Haady and Nabhi’s performance won’t be as good without you but it will still be fantastic.”
“I can’t,” she said through clenched, crooked teeth. 
“But if we left then we could really be together. No more stupid rules” he said. 
She stared at his black Mohawk. Oliver had a look she never thought she’d find attractive, but it paired with his soft personality perfectly. Most thought he’d have a bad-ass personality to match his look, but he didn’t. He was sweet. Considerate. And utterly amazing with his illusions. She stared into his eyes. They were what she liked most about him more than anything else. One green and one brown. 
“You know I want to leave,” she finally said. “I hate being Dave’s puppet, but let’s be honest, you wouldn’t be happy then. Even if we were really together.” 
She was right and they both knew it. Where she hated performing, only tolerating it, Oliver loved it. There was nothing like making kids gasp with disbelief. People had thought he was a freak before he came to Vagabond Circus but here he was treated like a star. People stared mesmerized at his two different colored eyes when he signed autographs. Girls gave him their number. Girls who would never have given him a chance before. But that just fed his ego because he didn’t want anyone but Padmal. And whereas she resented Dave Raydon because she hadn’t wanted to be adopted, Oliver loathed the man because of his no dating rule. If he could just love Padmal openly then maybe she’d be happy at the circus. And he’d be a star and have everything he wanted. 
“And you know I can’t abandon my brothers,” she said, staring off with an irritated expression. 
“I know,” he said and checked to ensure they were alone before reaching across the table and covering her hand with his. 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sweat trickled down Zuma’s back. They had been practicing for over two hours without a break. Finley’s endurance was incredible. She had demanded a water break and fumed when Finley stayed on the mat practicing. He had more focus than any performer she’d ever seen. It was fascinating to watch him work, like he was a born acrobat, although she sensed his newness to the art. It was like he was fueled by something based on survival. And working with him in the ring was actually quite exhilarating. He wasn’t careful with her like Jack. He threw his kicks straight at her head knowing she would sense and deflect. And his speed tightened her chest every time he moved. And yet he wasn’t too fast for her combat sense. After numerous perfectly timed blocks Finley had flashed an expression at her that almost looked like he was impressed. It was the first one and he covered it quickly with a fierce fighter’s face. Zuma wanted to know what he was fighting inside. She wanted to dip into his thoughts and know one thing about this enigma of a guy. 
When she returned from quenching her thirst, Finley had pulled off his shirt. He used it to wipe the sweat from his face. Zuma strained to keep her eyes up, away from studying the lines of his chest. He turned and when he did she noticed three long scars running down the length of his back. 
Maybe he was finally wearing down because he startled a bit when Zuma said, “How did you get those scars?”
He hadn’t expected her back yet. That’s what his face said when he looked up. Finley turned at once, putting his back toward the wall. “I don’t remember,” he said too fast. 
“It looks like you were whipped,” she said, and couldn’t believe the tone of her voice. She sounded sympathetic. For Finley.  
He shook his head, but didn’t say anything. 
“You don’t remember how you received three giant scars?” she asked in disbelief.
“That’s the answer I’m going with,” he said, his voice light, almost playful. 
“Well, then tell me something about you. Like tell me where you learned that stuff you do, your acrobatics,” she said, which earned her a smile from Finley. Again her chest tightened. He had the look of a rebel embedded in every feature of his face. 
“It’s called parkour,” he said. 
“You mean that stuff that people do in urban settings, like jumping between buildings and doing handstands on top of skyscrapers?” Zuma said. 
He sighed. She made it sound unprofessional, like something hoodlums did. “Sure,” he said. 
The way he moved, his flips, they weren’t graceful, they were robust and powerful. Zuma imagined that her movements and his contrasted greatly, which made the story in their act even more compelling. 
“How did you learn parkour?” she asked, intensely intrigued by the idea of doing flips and tricks in such a dangerous environment.  
Finley shrugged. “I just picked it up.” 
“All right, never mind,” she said, taking her position and preparing to do another run-through of the part they were working on. “Don’t share. It’s not like I care.” 
Finley took his place, ready to start. “Oh, you care.” 
And without saying a word Finley turned on his back toe and spun around, throwing a round house kick at Zuma. He was unsurprised when she spun to the side, missing it. No one had ever been able to stand up in a fight against him. His super speed prevented it. His teleporting made it impossible. Again he threw a punch and Zuma ducked. Then she grabbed his arm and spun it around so it was locked behind his back where she stood. She felt his heart racing in his chest. His bare back pressed up against her. The scars an inch from her face. 
On cue he teleported so he replaced her position, holding her from behind. She dropped to her knees and used the momentum to pull him down and throw him over her head in a somersault. Finley landed on his back and popped up at the same second. Zuma crouched low and when he tried to slide a low kick to take out her legs she flipped backward twice. When she landed, Finley had already teleported to right behind where she stood. He grabbed her hand and spun her around. A beautiful blur of movements. And then the act turned more into a dance as the scene shifted into a story of love. The characters they were playing had fallen for the person they couldn’t defeat. They moved as figure skaters did, like they were gliding, every one of their movements complementing the others. 
It felt natural to Zuma, as if she’d always performed like this, although this was the first time. For Finley, there had never been a more freeing feeling than to move beside Zuma. Finley picked Zuma up by the waist and rapidly twirled her around before tossing her in the air and then racing fast enough to catch her on the other side of the ring where she landed. He let her slide down until her feet touched the ground and then when she turned to end the act he spun her around in an impromptu move. She’d expected it and hadn’t moved away, too curious to see what he was doing. He tucked his leg behind one of hers, encouraging her back, dipping her low. Zuma leaned backwards, her back arching as Finley leaned over her, his arms supporting from behind. They looked like a beautiful statue of a couple finishing the tango. He slipped down further. Whispered close to her. “I just thought we needed a more powerful ending.” 
“I like it,” Zuma said through a rattled breath. She was dipped back low but felt secure in Finley’s arms. 
Finley’s breath collided with her cheek. The sensation prickled her skin and pulled at an unhealthy desire. His eyes tampered with satisfaction and he leaned in closer, spying the sudden movements of Zuma’s chest as she fought for oxygen. His lips almost grazed her ear when he whispered, “You know, I’m close enough to kiss you right now. You want to add that to the act?” He looked amused, and unlike Zuma, completely unflustered. 
Her hands around his neck tightened. Zuma cocked her head to the side and looked at him straight on. “And I’m near enough to punch you in the face. Maybe we should add that instead,” she said. 
Finley stood straight, pulling Zuma to an upright standing position, and instantly yanked his hands away from her. He wore a jokester’s smile. “You actually need some distance to throw a punch and just now you weren’t far enough from me. It sounds like you’re as awful a fighter as you are an acrobat.” 
Intent on not looking rattled, Zuma rolled her eyes as if only irritated by the statement. “I’m a fantastic acrobat and fighter, and not only that but I’m the fortuneteller for the circus. I have more than just the skill to dance and flip around like you. Sounds like you’re jealous that I have more talents than you,” she said. 
“Right, and your telepathy, go ahead and use it on me. Read my fortune, would you?” Finley said. 
Zuma narrowed her brown eyes at him. He knew she couldn’t. That he could effectively shield her. “Titus said it would be to the act’s advantage for you to take down that barrier. Jack and I perform better together because we communicate telepathically,” she said. 
“I can outperform Jack with my eyes closed, mind shielded, and a broken toe. I don’t need the advantage of letting you in my head.” 
Zuma was now the one who trespassed the space between them, putting only two inches from her face to his. “Sounds like you’re afraid to let me in your head. What are you scared of?” 
He patted her on the shoulder with a mock look of sympathy. “Just trying to protect your ego. Wouldn’t want you to find out how badly I think of you.” 
Zuma threw his hand off her and shook her head at him. “Well, if you could read minds then you’d know the same is true for me.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Zuma was exhausted after working with Finley. Still, she had to find Jack. She raced to her trailer, intent on taking the world’s fastest shower before she hunted him down. He would know she wanted to see him. Jack always knew these things about Zuma. Just as she knew he was currently punishing himself and would until she explained. And all he had to hear was the truth and then they’d be back to normal. Well, after her confession, not normal, but at least Jack would feel better. 
She grabbed a protein bar as she ran out of her place. Zuma crammed a few bites into her mouth as she raced to Jack’s trailer. Missing lunch had been a mistake. She wondered again how Finley had stayed so strong throughout the practice, never even taking a break to rehydrate. 
With the protein bar clutched in her hand she rapped at Jack’s door, loud this time. The smell of grilled vegetables was already wafting through the air. Bill, the circus chef, would be grilling up crates of organic vegetables and steaming pots of rice for tonight’s meal. Dave provided only the best food for the people of Vagabond Circus. It was all organic and completely vegetarian since that was the optimal diet for Dream Travelers. 
Jack opened his door with a tired expression. His blondish hair was a mess, lying down flat on his head like he’d been sleeping. “Zuma, I don’t really feel like discussing this right now.” Then he looked at her beet red face and her hair still wet. “Are you all right?” 
“I’m fine. Just flushed from running over here after the longest and most irritating practice of my life.” She stepped past Jack, giving him little opportunity to keep her out of his trailer. She turned around, tossing the half-eaten protein bar on his dining table. “And yes, we need to talk right now. I tried to find you at lunch.” 
“I left,” Jack said simply. 
“And you stormed out of the tent right after our meeting,” she said. 
“That wasn’t me storming.”
“Jack…” she said, a warning in her voice. 
“What?” he said, throwing his hands up in surrender. “What do you want me to say right now?” There was a pain in his eyes that she’d seen but never when it had been caused by her. 
“I don’t want you to say anything. I’m the one who needs to talk,” she said, pointing her finger to her chest. “You’ve been punishing yourself all afternoon because you think Finley is going to steal your stardom.” 
“That’s not why,” Jack said and then clenched his mouth shut, wishing he would have thought before speaking. 
“Well, regardless, you’ll always be a star. The people love you.” She paused and watched him visibly soften. Her combat sense made it incredibly easy for her to notice the micro-expressions most people didn’t even know they gave off as they became stressed or let stress slip away. Zuma could read people better than anyone because of this. “So what you’re saying is that you’ve been mostly sulking all day because I didn’t choose you to be my partner,” she stated and watched Jack’s shoulders tense a degree. “If you wouldn’t have run off,” she continued, “then I could have explained and you wouldn’t have wasted a day feeling sorry for yourself.” 
“Zuma, I wasn’t—” 
“Yes you were,” she interrupted. “And with every right, but what I’m trying to tell you is that you’re wrong. I didn’t choose to work with Finley over you because I wanted to. Believe me, I can’t stand that jerk. He’s one of the last people I want to work with.”  
“Then why?” 
“It’s not that I don’t want to work with you. It’s because I can’t, Jack.” 
He blinked at Zuma like he misheard her. “What?” 
“Look, I never told you, but Dave gave me the option of being your main partner when we started the acrobat act together. Jaz had already been at the circus awhile and she didn’t have a preference in her role,” Zuma said. 
“Wait, you chose to have the third position in the act? And you made the choice not to be my partner in the other acts?” Jack asked, a crease between his brown eyes. 
“Right,” Zuma said through a strained breath. This wasn’t how she wanted to disclose this information to Jack. She always pictured that it would feel different, romantic. Instead it felt contrived, like it wasn’t real.  
Jack’s eyes bulged slightly as he gave her a look that begged for her to elaborate. 
“I made that choice because I knew I couldn’t spend that kind of time alone with you,” she said, in one long rushed sentence. Jasmine and Jack were required to practice together more often and alone due to their roles in the circus. 
If Zuma was Jack’s partner then they’d be together almost all the time, based on how much they already saw each other. 
As Zuma’s explanation sunk in, Jack’s expression went from confusion to one of relief and then nervousness.
Zuma nodded at him, realizing he understood. “You and I both know there’s nothing more important than being a part of Vagabond Circus. And I knew that if we had to work that closely together, that there was a chance that…”
“We’d act on our feelings,” Jack said, completing her words. 
“Right,” she said. 
“But you gave up a chance to have a central role?” 
“It was fine,” Zuma said, with a shrug. “The important thing was that I stayed at Vagabond Circus. Us not being partners was the better option for everyone. Less stress. And you’re safe with Jasmine so it was kind of a no-brainer, because we both know how intimately you get to know your partner.” 
At this Jack’s face darkened. “And you’ve just made the decision to spend that intimate time with Finley.” 
“Jack, did you hear me when I told you I can’t stand the guy? He infuriates me,” she said, her face flushing with anger thinking of how many times he insulted her that afternoon. 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, I guess,” he said, wondering why Zuma couldn’t see that Finley was doing what some boys do to the girl they like on the playground: push them down to get their attention. “So that’s really why you didn’t choose me?” he asked, knowing Zuma wouldn’t mind the ego-filled question. 
“Yes. And that’s another reason Jaz can’t leave. You and I are able to keep things professional and I think that balance is important,” Zuma said. 
“You’re right,” he said, nodding. He watched her watching him, knowing she was studying him as only she could do. He never minded it. “You’re undoubtedly my closest friend here and sometimes I wonder…” Jack trailed off, looking flustered by what he wanted to say, so he didn’t and instead invited Zuma in his head. Due to her telepathic link with him she could feel him pushing the thoughts across the space at her.
She smiled after her brief intrusion. “You think that we just want to be together because we can’t?” she said with a laugh. “Yeah, I’ve wondered that before too. Forbidden fruit.”
Jack smiled with relief. It was always so easy with Zuma. He just let her in his mind and she understood everything he didn’t want to say. “It’s so hard to know what we truly feel for each other. And as long as we’re here we aren’t finding out,” he said. And it had never occurred to Jack that he and Zuma could have had a relationship behind Dave’s back. It had occurred to Zuma, but she figured Jack respected Dave too much to consider the idea. Dave treated Jack as a son, giving him the attention and praise his own father never did. Zuma knew Jack needed that. He needed that more than he needed her and she understood this. Everyone at Vagabond Circus was there for a reason and most of them were not financial ones.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Relief swept over Finley when he finally found Fanny sitting between Emily and the other little girl, who was older. He leaned down over Fanny’s shoulder, making eye contact with Sebastian and then Benjamin on the other side of the table. Benjamin watched Finley, his eyes wide with disbelief. Sebastian pretended he hardly noticed the new acrobat. He ducked his head low and dug into his rice. 
“Can I have a private word with you?” he said in a low voice to Fanny. 
The older woman turned over her shoulder and smiled wide at Finley. “I’d hoped I hadn’t seen the last of that handsome face.” 
“I promised you wouldn’t,” he said with a wink. She was about his mother’s age, he guessed. Maybe if his mother had him on the older side. He didn’t know. Had no idea how old his mother was. Had no idea who she was. Finley wasn’t raised in an orphanage, it was more like a factory, and children the products. “Anyway, I apologize for interrupting your meal, but I need to ask you something. Can we talk in private?”
Fanny wiped the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Of course we may,” she said, putting the emphasis on the last word to show the contrast in hers and his statement. Fanny taught by example. “You may always have the attention I can afford,” she said before turning to the older boys across the table. “Sebastian, you’re in charge while I’m gone.” 
He nodded his head, his long black hair falling into his face as he did. 
“Sebastian,” Finley said to the boy. “That’s an interesting name.” 
“Is it?” Sebastian said, an edge in his voice. 
“Yes,” Finley said and his eyes lingered on Sebastian’s cold stare. 
“Well, it’s nice to meet you Mr…?” 
“Just Finley,” he said. 
“Don’t you have a last name, mister?” Sebastian asked.  
“I do, but I don’t think such formalities are necessary,” he said. Finley, in fact, had no last name. Not one he knew of. He had actually picked his first name when he was a kid. 
“Formalities?” Sebastian said, an icy grin on his face. “That’s a big word. You’re a kid from the streets, like most of us, right?” 
“Yeah, I’m a runaway,” Finley said, his voice even. 
“Wherever did you pick up such a large vocabulary, mister?” Sebastian asked, looking curious, but also cunning, like he was playing a game with Finley.
“The world offers many opportunities for learning. And dream travel is a great way to observe,” Finley said. 
“Oh, dream travel…that makes sense,” Sebastian said, his chin low. 
“One day you’ll see what I mean. When you’re older,” Finley said, an emphasis on the last word.   
“Right, one day,” he said, his words slow, deliberate. “Well, nice to meet you, Mr. Finley.” Then Sebastian extended his hand to Finley, a clever grin on his face. 
Finley shook his head. “I’d shake your hand, but I’m totally gross from my practice session.” 
“Next time then,” Sebastian said, pulling his hand away.
Finley gave a slow nod. “Yeah, next time.” He turned to Fanny, who watched the whole display with a pleasant smile. 
“Shall we?” she said, holding out her arm, directing the way. 
“Yes,” Finley said, and followed her out to the recreational yard which was empty since it was meal time. 
 



Chapter Thirty
Zuma pulled Jack to the food truck after their conversation. She hadn’t stopped complaining about her growling stomach until she shoved the first bite of rice dripping with teriyaki sauce into her mouth. 
“Mmmm,” she said, filling her fork again. “That almost makes me feel normal once more.” 
“You really practiced hard,” Jack said, watching her.  
“I did,” she said through a full bite. 
“And besides from Finley being a jerk, how did it go?” 
Zuma sighed, stuffed more food into her mouth and shrugged. 
“Well, do you two have an act?” Jack asked. 
“Yeah, but working with him is probably going to kill me,” she said. 
“I hope it doesn’t,” Jack said, giving her that look, the one that meant something.  
Zuma hadn’t noticed the look. She hardly noticed anything that wasn’t on her plate. “I just don’t understand what his problem is. It’s like he goes to great lengths to make me hate him.” 
“What’s going on in his head?” Jack said. 
“Beats me. He’s got his thoughts locked down.”
Jack shot one eyebrow up at this. Most couldn’t keep a determined Zuma all the way out of their head. “That’s a true surprise. He’s a mystery for sure. And I’m curious what he’s up to now.”
Zuma brought her eyes up to Jack’s but he was staring at the table two over where Fanny and her kids ate. Finley was speaking to the new kid, Sebastian. Fanny was behind Finley, looking to be waiting. 
“Oh, great, that’s all we need is for him to spread his bad attitude to our kids,” Zuma said. And the sight of Finley turned her stomach suddenly, making the food she’d just swallowed churn with unease. She pushed her plate away. Jack eyed her with concern. 
“Are you all right?” he asked. 
“No, he makes me sick.” But Zuma was confusing her true feelings for sickness; they were actually something quite different. 
Whereas Jack was concerned before, now he was sincerely baffled. Zuma was affected by this guy and nothing affected her. Not her distant family or the crowds or her clients with their problems. She was always stone. Zuma knew the thoughts of the world and it didn’t disturb her. But Finley…
Fanny and Finley then turned and strolled through the tables. When they passed their table Jack slid his hand around Zuma and pulled her over so her head rested on his shoulder. He didn’t like to think that someone was hurting Zuma. Making her vulnerable. But is it such a bad thing actually? he suddenly thought. He sometimes worried Zuma was too hard. Too unaffected. 
Finley’s gaze connected with Jack’s as he passed. There was much communicated in the one look. 
Zuma didn’t notice this. She was too surprised by Jack’s display of affection. It was nothing to get them in trouble. They were friends. And then she was even more curious how Finley wasn’t shoving a plateful of food into his mouth right now. How could he not be starving after that practice? How was he just casually strolling by with Fanny? 
 



Chapter Thirty-One
How old are you?” Fanny asked, her voice low. 
“Seventeen?” Finley said, his voice cracking.
“You really don’t know how old you are, do you?” she said her voice warm, accepting, and richly coated in her southern accent. 
“It’s a guess,” he said, pushing his hands into his pockets, his nervousness showing. He couldn’t help but be who he was with Fanny. It must be her gift. 
“And you still can’t—”
He shook his head quickly, almost as if begging her not to say it again. 
“Not even a little bit?” she asked skeptically.  
He shrugged and the look of self-loathing on his face made Fanny grab her chest with emotion. “No you don’t,” she said, and then reached out and clasped his hand. “Don’t you feel bad about this. Actually I’m not that surprised. Kids come to me in all different states. I’m just impressed you’ve gotten by so long. Your skills must be very good.” 
Again Finley shrugged, not bearing to fake confidence with this woman. “Yeah, I guess.” 
“Well, I simply can’t wait to see what your skills are and watch you perform. I’m going to be in the front row for your first show,” Fanny said proudly.  
At this Finley smiled, something raw opening up in his chest. 
“And yes, darling, I’ll help. We will find time when the kids are sleeping or at a lesson with their phys ed instructors.”
“Thank you,” he said and squeezed the woman’s hand again. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Finley hadn’t been starving after his long practice with Zuma for two reasons. The first was he was used to going without food. He could survive on very little. The second reason was that he was full on adrenaline and the emotions rolling around inside him. He wanted to believe they were the result of the creative process, but he knew Zuma had something to do with it. He fed off the looks she gave him, and was strangely fulfilled by her attention. It was such a foreign feeling to Finley. To feel nourished by another person. 
Again it seemed so weird to just walk by the food truck and grab food. Finley felt like he was stealing, but he wasn’t. Never again did he want to steal. 
Zuma was still seated at her table when he turned with the plate of rice and vegetables. To Finley’s relief her head wasn’t resting on Jack’s shoulder. It had taken everything he had to walk by them and not say something earlier when he and Fanny passed them. But he didn’t even know what he would have said. Why in such a short period of time did he feel possessive of Zuma? This consumed his thoughts. She wasn’t his. Actually Zuma was one of those people who seemed she would never belong to someone. She would always be her own person, never relying fully on the support of another. But she had laid her head on Jack’s shoulder like she was in need of comforting. Why did she need comforting? Finley questioned. 
He slowed as he passed Zuma’s table, hoping she’d look up. He’d had her attention all day and it wasn’t enough. When she didn’t look up at him, Finley picked up his pace and took the spot next to Sunshine. The girl was speaking to the boy with a black Mohawk. 
Sunshine paused in mid-sentence and checked out Finley as he sat down. “Well, well, well. Look who has picked us over the royalty over there,” she said, pointing at Zuma’s table. “I saw you slow at the acrobats’ table and almost thought you were going to sit there, with them.” 
“Didn’t realize you were watching me,” Finley said, looking creeped out. “That’s kind of bordering on stalking, you know?” 
“Yeah, it’s something I do,” Sunshine said without guilt. “My own life is fairly boring, so I entertain myself by watching other people. I invite myself into everyone’s affairs secretly.” 
“You really shouldn’t say that out loud,” Finley said, poking at a mushroom with his fork. He’d never had half the stuff on this plate. And although he was grateful for the food he was nervous to try it in fear that he wouldn’t like real food. He also feared he’d eat the food the wrong way. Like the bud-looking thing he was pushing around with his fork. It looked so foreign. 
“That’s an artichoke heart,” Sunshine said, pointing at the food beside his fork. 
Finley shot her a frustrated glare. How specific of information does her empathesis give her? he wondered. “I know that,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Why do you feel it necessary to educate me, huh?” 
“Just sensed that you were a little unsure about some of the food on your plate,” she said, that glum tone always present in her voice. It was like an undercurrent in the girl.
“Don’t worry,” Oliver said from across the table. He had a rough voice of someone three times his age, like he spent years smoking. In truth, the boy’s voice was a result of years living on the streets, hunched over barrels of fire to stay warm. “Sunny does that to all of us. It means she likes you.” 
“I don’t like him,” she protested at once. 
“Well, not like that,” Oliver admitted. He turned his eyes on Finley. One was green, the other brown. “Sunshine here doesn’t really like anyone. It’s kind of what makes her so endearing to our group. She likes me, the triplets, Dave, and on occasion, Titus. And now it appears she likes you, so get used to her rummaging through your emotions and making observations and giving advice. It gets really old, really fast.” 
“Oliver, why don’t you go make out with Padmal,” Sunshine said and then playfully threw her hands to her cheeks, looking suddenly melodramatic. “Oh, dear me, I totally forgot. You can’t.” 
From the other side of the table the girl with hair the color of dark chocolate and eyes to match swiveled her eyes to them. Finley recognized her from the juggling and magician’s act. Her eyes were large and almond-shaped and she was incredibly petite, especially sitting next to both her tall, lanky brothers. 
Oliver smiled back at the girl, a smile that transformed his face into something soft, taking away the sharpness it had before. Then he returned his focus to Sunshine. “I see you’re abusing your powers again,” he said to her. 
“Only with the ones I love,” she said, raking her fork through her rice like it was a meditation garden. 
The boy stood. “Can I be deselected from that list of people?” 
“I’m afraid not,” Sunshine said, making a pattern in her rice. “Your emotions are extremely complex and make my own feel normal. I need to surround myself with people who are more warped than me.” 
He shook his head at his friend and then looked at Finley. “Welcome to the circus, Finley. I’m Oliver, and I won’t be the least bit offended if you choose not to sit here again. Sunny has a way of scaring people away.” 
“Is that my cue to light your Mohawk on fire?” she said, with a fake sweet smile that made her face look peculiar. 
Oliver didn’t grant the girl a response, but instead just turned and left, glancing once at Padmal on his way. 
“So…” Sunshine said, her eyes still on her plate of rice as she traced one of the tines of the fork through it. “How did it go with Ms. Pink Streak?” 
Finley finished his bite before saying, “I prefer to call her Ms. Entitled Witch. And not so good.” 
Sunshine brought her eyes up to meet his, but didn’t say a word. She was waiting for him to elaborate. 
“I told her she was an awful acrobat and apparently that offended her,” he said like the whole thing actually baffled him.
Sunshine studied him and Finley realized at once what she was doing. She was using her empathesis on him. It was different from how he’d been taught to sense telepaths in his head. And the shielding technique he knew so well didn’t seem to keep Sunshine’s pilfering all the way out. “Would you stop that?” he said, irritated. 
“Why?” Sunshine said simply. “Because you don’t want me to know that you don’t actually think she’s an evil witch or because you’re in denial about how fascinated you are by her?” 
“I’m not,” Finley said in a hush. 
Sunshine went back to her meditation with the pilaf of rice. “And we both know she’s an amazing acrobat. I won’t even argue that. However, Pinky’s ego is fragile, although less so than most at the circus, but still, telling her she’s awful would have hurt her. Has.” She teetered her head back and forth like weighing something in her head. “So all in all, I’d say you were successful.” 
“Successful at what?” Finley said. 
“At pushing her away. At protecting yourself,” Sunshine said in ho-hum voice. 
Finley was grateful that Sunshine had kept her voice down. And he strangely desired to talk to her more about this. He had never had anyone to talk to and Sunshine made it easy by diving in and stealing a read on his emotions. This was a jumble of desires for him: to want to shield himself and also have help with his emotions. Everything about the circus was complicated. 
“You have a lot of secrets, Finley,” Sunshine said after a long pause. “Most of you is hard to read, but I do feel that you have many contradictory emotions. That must be difficult.” And when Sunshine said this last statement she actually sounded sympathetic. 
“I’m not fascinated with her,” Finley finally argued, thinking he could find a way to stand his ground on that one. “I just find her interesting.” 
“Hmmm…” Sunshine said, studying him again. “No, that’s not what I’m getting. You find this food interesting. You find Pinky hypnotic.”
Finley noticed again the disdain in Sunshine’s voice at the mention of Zuma. He tried his best to ignore what she’d said and changed the subject slightly. “Why don’t you like Zuma?” 
Sunshine almost smiled, but caught herself. “Is it that obvious?” 
Finley didn’t care to answer, just waited for her reply, which came a few seconds later. 
“To my judgmental eyes, Pink Streak has everything she wants and still she’s not completely happy. She has Dave’s unwavering admiration, friends, a great spot in the circus, beauty, talent, a wholesome upbringing, money and still she chooses every day to be unsatisfied with her life. There’s a lot of people here with less who are happier than her,” Sunshine said. 
“Maybe you’re wrong and she can’t have what she wants. Maybe she really wants to be with Jack, like Oliver wants Padmal, and therefore she’s unhappy,” Finley said. 
“You know,” Sunshine said, something shifting on her face like she had a small epiphany, “I think you might be right. Newbies always help me see things clearly and cut through my own biased readings of emotions.”
“So she is unhappy because she can’t have who she wants…Jack?” Finley said. 
“It’s close to that,” Sunshine said, seeming to reflect internally for a moment. “But I think it’s more that she hasn’t found what she really wants in life.” Her green eyes lifted from the table, a spookiness to them. “Maybe it’s you.” 
Finley’s own eyes slid over to find Zuma’s seat empty. “I’m not sure if you realize this since you seem to live in an alternate universe, but Ms. Entitlement and I have met.” 
“Yes, and since you have come here her emotions have turned into a storm cloud, brewing with many new feelings. It appears that you, Fin, have an effect on her.” Sunshine whistled through her teeth. “Good thing, because I was starting to think she was a one-trick pony when it came to feelings. I was beginning to think she was the queen of indifference.”  


 



Chapter Thirty-Three
The lights shone bright overhead in the big top. Zuma and Finley had been rehearsing in the practice tent before, but Titus wanted to see the act in the big top to ensure it used the whole ring adequately. Zuma pretended to be paying extra attention to chalking her hands when Finley entered. He was five minutes late and Dave and Titus were sitting discussing all the changes. 
“Well, there’s my newest star,” Dave said, waving Finley eagerly over to him. Finley strode over and shook the ringmaster’s gloved hand. 
“Are you finding your way around the circus all right?” Dave asked, his eyes twinkling bright with his new enthusiasm. 
“I am,” Finley said, his eyes skirting to Zuma’s back facing him. 
“Then you might want to work on being on time on occasion,” Titus said, eyeing his watch. His excitement had waned as the stress of making all the changes took over.
Dave puckered his lips and shook his head. “Don’t listen to him,” Dave said, throwing a thumb in Titus’s direction. “He’s unrelenting about things like time and schedules.” 
“I just don’t want to set the wrong expectation,” Titus said, pulling his reading glasses up on his nose and glancing at the notebook in his hand. “Now I need to know how you want your name spelled for the press release. It’s Finley with an ‘e’ right?” 
The acrobat’s eyes dropped to the ground and he seemed to deliberate on it. “Yeah, with an ‘e.’”
“And I didn’t catch your last name,” Titus said, scribbling on the notebook. 
“Uh…” Finley said. “Right. I’m not sure I gave it. It’s…uhhh.” Obvious hesitation covered Finley’s face. 
Titus dropped his pad down in his lap. “Oh, great, Dave, you brought a convict to our circus, haven’t you? Are you wanted by the authorities, son?”
Finley spied Zuma turn around, her attention piqued by the recent questions. 
“No, I’m not wanted. And I’m not a convict. It’s just that…well, I don’t have a last name,” Finley said, his eyes dropping to the ground. He didn’t look nervous, and yet all his confidence had disappeared rapidly. 
Dave playfully slapped Titus’s bicep. “Gosh, Titus, how many times are you going to offend the new talent? Seriously, can you lay off the boy?” The ringmaster turned his attention back to Finley, a sympathetic look in his light blue eyes. “Don’t worry, I’ve recruited many a kid like you. You’re not alone. Kids from the streets don’t know their birthday, let alone their last name. Most make one up. It’s actually a lot of fun. What do you want your last name to be?” 
Zuma had arrived beside Finley, a rude smile on her mouth. “I’ve got a few suggestions if you want them,” she said. 
Finley shot her a piercing glare that was supposed to punish her, but instead made her feel rewarded. There was something so beautiful in every one of his looks. 
“That’s very helpful of you, Zuma, but I think Finley should choose his own last name,” Dave said, a smile in his voice. 
“I’m not sure any of your suggestions will be that complimentary,” Finley said to Zuma. 
Dave shot a confused look at Zuma and then at Finley. 
“These two,” Titus said to Dave, pointing at the acrobats, “are having some challenges working together. They’ll get through it.” 
“Oh,” Dave said with a nod, and sat back in his seat. “Sure, sure. This has been very abrupt. So last name, what would you like it to be?” 
Finley smiled, a glint in his eyes. “Zuma.” 
“What?” she said in response. 
“Zuma,” he repeated. “I want my last name to be Zuma.” He turned and gave her a devious look. “That way when you marry me you’ll be Zuma Zuma.” 
Dave howled with sudden laughter. “Oh, that’s funny. Good one, my boy. I see what you mean, Titus,” he said, tears in his eyes. “He knows how to get under her skin.” 
Zuma narrowed her gaze at Finley. “Very funny,” she said, not amused. 
Dave corralled his laughter. “Okay, okay. That’s enough. Remember the rules.” 
They both nodded, staring at each other with sharp eyes. 
“Seriously this time, Finley,” Dave said. “What’s it going to be?”
“I’ve always liked the name Anders,” he said. 
Dave erupted again. “How do you come up with this stuff?” he said through the laughter. 
Finley’s face went slack with confusion. “What? I don’t know what’s so funny this time.” 
“It’s your choice of last names,” Zuma said through clenched teeth. 
Titus was almost laughing too. “I like it actually. Anders and Zanders, the newest act of the Vagabond Circus,” he said, scribbling it on his notepad. 
Finley’s face lit up as he turned to Zuma. “Your last name is Zanders?” 
“Don’t pretend you didn’t know that,” she said. 
“I didn’t. I had a guy named Mr. Anders who helped me out once,” he admitted honestly. His name was George Anders. He’d helped Finley just recently. Had found him lost walking down Sunset Boulevard. George must have sensed Finley’s confusion and also his fear. He gave him directions without Finley asking and also told him where a safe hiding spot was for those trying to get away from people. He then shook his hand and told him his name. If it wasn’t for Mr. Anders then Finley never would have gotten away. He wouldn’t be at Vagabond Circus. And he still didn’t know how George knew he needed help. He just seemed to sense so much about Finley. His fear, his confusion, his need to hide away. It kind of reminded him of the things Sunshine knew about Finley without him telling her. 
“Whatever,” Zuma said, rolling her eyes at him. 
“Your parents named you Zuma Zanders?” Finley asked, suppressing a laugh.  
“Yeah, they thought it was amusing,” she said, not sounding amused. 
“Well, I really didn’t know that was your last name, so it’s a nice choice on my part and a bit uncanny,” Finley said. 
“Revolting, more like it,” Zuma said.
Dave stopped laughing. “Okay, that’s enough, Zuma. I think Finley Anders has a great ring to it.” 
“Thank you,” Finley said, taking a bow. He then turned and held out a hand to Zuma. “Ms. Zanders, shall we put on a show for these two?” 
She turned, not taking his hand, and marched to her starting position. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
When Finley dipped Zuma low at the end of the act Dave jumped to his feet, clapping so fast that Zuma whipped her head up at a strange angle, banging her forehead into Finley’s. He pulled her upright and she rubbed the place on her head where they hit. 
“You all right?” Finley asked, rubbing his own head. 
She ignored him and turned her attention to the ringmaster and creative director. Dave was still clapping and Titus sat behind him, legs crossed and a satisfied look on his face. 
“Simply brilliant,” Dave said, bouncing over to Zuma. He then wrapped his arms around her, squeezing the girl in tight and patting her back. He pulled back and cupped her chin. “You, my dear, made me want to cry. That was an unbelievable display of your talent. Never seen you move in quite that way.”
Zuma smiled back at him. A genuine one. It made Finley instantly envy Dave, for he’d caused that smile and therefore had been rewarded with it. 
“And you,” Dave said, turning and slapping Finley on the shoulder. “Well, I don’t think you were just the secret ingredient Vagabond Circus needed to do better but you were also what Zuma needed to unlock her true talent. You two are perfection together,” he said, puffing up his chest and walking back to his seat.
Zuma leaned over to Finley. “I love Dave, but he’s going senile if he thinks you unlock any of my talent,” she said in a whisper. 
Finley shrugged like he didn’t care. “Well, you unlocked something in me,” he admitted freely. 
“The true jerk inside you?” she said, looking interested in his answer. 
Finley ignored her and turned his attention to Titus, who was shuffling through notes. “Yes, I totally agree with Dave. That’s going to be our best act.” He stacked a few pages together. “Maybe it’s better for the circus if you two don’t get along,” he said with a snicker. He then stood and handed the pages to Finley. “Here’s my notes on things I want you two to work on. There’s also notes on the other acts you’ll be incorporated into. Read through them and you two rehearse during dream travel time tonight. We have a dress rehearsal first thing tomorrow. Which reminds me, stop off at the costume trailer, Finley, before heading to your own trailer tonight.” Titus then turned to Dave, who had a huge grin plastered on his face. 
“Yeah, yeah, Dave,” Titus said, walking past him, having read the expression on his old friend’s face. “You were right. This will be great,” he said dryly.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Stars were poking out one at a time through the darkening sky when Dave entered the miniature big top. He froze. Someone had been in there. Someone who wasn’t Titus. He and Titus had shared an office space since the beginning and it worked because the creative director respected Dave’s obsessive compulsive disorder. His friend ensured that all papers were stacked straight. Titus was careful to put back writing utensils with their tips down. And he never touched Dave’s laptop, which the ringmaster constantly cleaned with toothpicks and condensed air. 
Dave knew instantly that someone had been rummaging through papers, using the pens, and touching his laptop. The greasy fingerprints on the screen were proof enough that someone was snooping around. Dave’s head swam with dizziness. His gloved hand steadied himself on the table. The germs had voices in Dave’s head. They spoke to him, antagonized him. Yelled his name. The germs of this foreign person were like heat marks on an infrared screen inside his mind. He could sense every one of their marks and it stretched his tolerance to a deadly limit. The chaos this person created by making things slightly askew made Dave scratch, first at his elbows, then his arms, then his sides. He could hardly stand being locked inside this space that felt like the aftermath of a battlefield. 
Dave reached for the cabinet of chemicals he kept beside his table, his hand shaking. I don’t have time for this, he thought. And because his OCD was so overwhelming his first thoughts had been dedicated to how he’d have to clean the office quickly before the creepy crawling sensation on his skin sent him into one of his panic attacks. Dave could only manage his life at the circus, being around germs constantly, because he had two private, sacred places. 
The thought that someone was again rummaging through his personal belongings was a secondary thought. It hardly took up much of his attention until well after the tent was mostly back to normal. He stood back, eyeing the space for anything that needed another wipe down.
Why? Why was someone sneaking around his trailer and now his office? And who? He thought he knew everyone at Vagabond Circus. Dave had personally recruited every single person. And he was an exceptional judge of character. But even he admitted there were people he didn’t know as well as others. Also, people change, he reasoned. Maybe the ones he used to know weren’t who he thought they were anymore. And then there were fairly new recruits whom he hardly knew at all. Was it his imagination or had these attempts increased in frequency since Finley arrived? And why? What would the boy have to do with it? Dave shook the suspicion out of his head as he wiped the laptop down again with a towel drenched in rubbing alcohol.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
The bed was soft under Zuma’s sore muscles. She was relieved that the next eight hours of practice would be in consciousness form only, giving her muscles a break. Through dream traveling muscle memory was affected, but it didn’t impact the actual body. Workouts in the dream travel realm built no muscle and strained it very little. However, injury was still possible while dream traveling. This was an unavoidable rule. Whatever happened in the body’s mind, happened to the body. It was similar to the experience of a Middling dreaming they were stabbed and awakening with a sharp pain in their ribs. However, a Dream Traveler would awake with an actual laceration.  
What Zuma wasn’t relieved about was spending the next eight hours alone with Finley. She didn’t know how to be around him, and Zuma was the kind of girl who always knew how to be. Her role in the circus had exposed her to all sorts of people. And the circus’s reputation had given her the opportunity to meet fans with various statuses. She had been introduced to princes and movie stars and never had she felt uncomfortable. The girl shook hands with ease, always a confident smile on her face. But with Finley she didn’t know how to behave or react. Should she be nice to him? Or should she have a threatening demeanor? She’d already tried multiple approaches and it didn’t seem to matter. No matter what, Finley affected her. He made her feel that her very heart lay on the outside of her chest, exposed. But he was just a boy. A stranger. A performer. 
Zuma smiled as she closed her eyes. Yes, he is just a boy, she thought. That single idea seemed to make him smaller in her mind, less intimidating. She then turned her thoughts to the place she intended to dream travel to, the practice tent. Finley and she would practice there the entire night, their consciousness working on honing every detail of their acts until they were perfect. The rest of the circus was performing in the big top, ensuring that all the changes would be ready for the run-through in the morning. 
The metallic tunnel wrapped around Zuma’s mind as her consciousness relaxed into the dream travel. This was her transport to any place and any time. This was the device that connected her with every Dream Traveler on Earth. Only they had access to these tunnels of consciousness, which bonded them as a race. 
It always felt so strange to Zuma that she belonged to this race that most of the world was unaware of. She had often asked her parents why Dream Travelers were not well-known. They had said the same thing that Dave said about magic: People forget that which is fantastic. This was one of Dave’s other reasons for owning Vagabond Circus. He firmly believed if he didn’t take his show up and down the west coast every year, then people would forget that magic existed. He had said that people needed to be reminded because life was inundated with the mundane. And Zuma’s parents had said something similar about Dream Travelers, except no one regularly reminded the world that they existed. And as a race, most thought it was better that they keep a low profile. The rich shouldn’t publish their bank statements, the brilliant shouldn’t tout their IQ scores, and Dream Travelers should live amongst themselves quietly. That was for the best, most thought. 
The tunnel disappeared around Zuma, as her conscious mind entered the practice tent. She was really there, her mind seeing it in real time. However, she was invisible to the physical eye. The tent was empty beside her, but only for a minute. Finley’s ethereal body flickered briefly before becoming almost solid. In the dream travel form, bodies have a whitish glow and are solid only to other Dream Travelers, but not to anyone in the physical realm. And to Zuma’s disappointment, looking at Finley in this form still made her feel outside her usual self. Just a boy, she thought. 
“You’re late,” she said to him when he approached her, a speculative look in his eyes. He was studying her, like she’d changed somehow. 
“I’m always late,” he said. She actually didn’t look any different to him. In dream travel form she was as beautiful as ever, except she glowed even brighter and he hadn’t thought that possible. She would make the brightest light look dull in dream travel form. Zuma was a star, through and through. 
“Don’t you own a watch?” she said, trying to keep herself steady under his scrutinizing stare. 
At this question, he dropped his eyes. She hated that she instantly longed for his gaze on her. Finley hardly owned anything. The clothes he wore to Vagabond Circus. The things they had given him since he arrived. But other than that he had nothing. He swallowed. “No I don’t.” 
“Never mind then,” Zuma said, scooping Titus’s notes into her hands. “Did you read through these?”
He flicked his eyes at the papers. “No.” 
“Well, you should,” she said, scanning the page. “A lot of these notes pertain to you.”
“I’m good,” Finley said indifferently.
Zuma looked up with offense. “What? You can’t just ignore Titus’s input. He’s the creative director.”
“I can though,” Finley said dryly. “I don’t work for him.” 
“If you’re in this show then you do. And if you don’t incorporate his feedback into the act then you’re not going to work here for long,” she said. 
“Do you forget that he said this was the show’s best act?” Finley said with an unruly smile. 
She gave a tired sigh. “This bad boy act isn’t always entertaining.” 
“But the act is entertaining some of the time?” he asked, amused. 
“So you admit that it’s an act? What are you faking, and why?” 
Finley lifted his hand. Zuma had known he was about to reach out for her, but she froze, interested in what he was doing. He tugged gently on a stray piece of her pink hair. “You’re one to talk about fake, aren’t you?” 
 Zuma slapped his hand away. “Actually, it’s totally real,” she said, stepping backward.
“What? That’s impossible,” Finley laughed. 
“Not impossible. A tragedy can cause all sorts of crazy things to happen. People have been known to have white hair after something shocking occurred,” she said. 
Finley measured up Zuma before he said, “That’s true. But pink?” After studying her, he thought her hair was slightly reddish, but it might also be the lighting. “What sort of accident?” 
“My mother died, if you must know. I watched it happen,” she said, turning around to hide the guilty expression that would reveal her lie. 
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Finley had thought Zuma had a family. Maybe she was more like him, he realized. In that instant he felt a brand new draw to her. One to tether him to her more completely. He stepped around her, preparing to apologize, to comfort her, but instead he paused. He spied the tiniest crack in Zuma’s tough exterior. Not a painful emotion, like he’d think from an intimate admission like that, but rather a mischievous grin. A jokester’s smile. Heat flared across his cheeks. “Wait. Are you lying?” 
Zuma burst out with an indulgent laugh. “You really think a tragedy could cause a streak of pink hair? Oh my god.” 
He shrugged, turning around to hide his embarrassment. “I haven’t been out much to be honest. And I also didn’t realize people lied for their own entertainment.”
“You don’t seem like the honest kind,” she said playfully, not realizing how mad she’d made him.
He spun around and sharpened his eyes at Zuma. “So your mother isn’t dead, is she?” 
Zuma tilted her head with a confident smirk that said “what do you think?” 
He’d been played. A tool used for her amusement. He felt scorned somehow, although he realized Zuma was making it easier for him to push her away. He should have been grateful for that, but he wasn’t completely. “Do you like to lie about your parent’s death? About brutal things you witnessed?” Finley asked, his words sharp and growing hostile. 
“Like it matters,” Zuma said flippantly.  
“It would matter to you if they were actually dead,” Finley said and just then Zuma caught a haunting look in him. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, shifting suddenly, her mind catching up with her unsympathetic heart. “Oh gosh, are your parents dead? Did you lose them?” 
He wheeled around and marched off. “Hell, I don’t know. I’d love to. But you won’t find me pretending they’re dead to mortify a stranger.” 
He’d almost cleared the practice tent when Zuma called out to him. “Finley! I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You’re right, I shouldn’t be so offhanded about my parents.” 
He turned and looked at her with a pointed stare. Sunshine had mentioned that Zuma had a wholesome upbringing; the idea twisted around Finley’s brain like a noxious weed. “You have a family, don’t you?”
She nodded. “Yeah, a good one,” Zuma said in a hush. 
“And you just left them to come to the circus? Who does that?” 
A sound of frustration fell out of her mouth. “It’s not how you think. Dave is friends with my parents. I made the decision to leave them. And they don’t care.” 
It wasn’t that Zuma’s family didn’t care, they didn’t feel it mattered if they did. She often thought they forgot about her, and the thought was just a thought, not something that plagued her. But Zuma’s family hadn’t forgotten her; that was impossible for anyone to do with Zuma. The truth was that Zuma’s family felt they couldn’t handle her. And Zuma’s parents, who craved little attention, always felt worn out when around her. It wasn’t the girl exactly, but rather the things that happened around her. It had been like that since she was born. People were magnetized to the girl. And as with everything, the attention of people at restaurants, at school, and at parks had no real effect on Zuma. But to her family it was exhausting. They couldn’t go anywhere without Zuma being the center of unwanted attention. There was just something about the girl. She didn’t know what it was and hadn’t much cared. Her parents and siblings didn’t know either. But Dave Raydon had seemed to know. He told her parents, his childhood friends, that the girl had the mystery of the circus buried within her. Dave offered her the opportunity to join Vagabond Circus if and whenever she wanted. When Zuma turned fifteen she decided that she’d join the circus, her parents exhaustedly agreed, and so she did. 
“And so you just make jokes about them being dead for fun?” Finley said, trying and failing to understand the girl who stood before him. She was beautiful, and yet had a dangerousness about her. 
Zuma wore a toughened look in her eyes, one he hadn’t seen in her before, but realized it was always there. That look was a part of her. 
“They wouldn’t care if I made those kind of jokes, at least I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t,” Zuma said.
Finley studied her with sharp eyes. He could dissect a frog with that glare. And Zuma felt that if she was an amphibian then he’d have split her in two. “You’re one of those types who doesn’t feel, aren’t you? You didn’t look back after you left, did you?” He paused, like waiting for her answer.
Zuma shrugged, mostly trying to dispel his cold words and the guilt they created, rather than actually provide an answer.
“And let me guess,” Finley said, his tone growing more challenging, “You don’t think about them now, do you?” 
Another pause. 
“You have a family who loves you and you came here for what? The love of strangers in an audience?” He said, and the idea was unfathomable to him. Why would anyone leave a good home? He shook his head at her, and it was that one movement that made her regret everything she’d done leading up to that moment. Finley looked absolutely repulsed by Zuma. “Yeah, I lost my parents but who knows how or when. I don’t remember much, but I remember enough to know I wouldn’t lie about the people who brought me into this world.”
“Finley—”
“No, Zuma, why don’t we count this as a failed interaction and promise not to have another one willingly? Let’s just perform together and leave it to that.” 
She nodded to the dirt floor. “Yeah, sure,” she said and strode past him, almost breaking into a run. It was only when Zuma was on the other side of the tent that she allowed herself to pick up her pace, racing out of the exit. Once in the open air her face broke into one that revealed her anger. And then she was moving too haphazardly until she collided with another person. Zuma was appalled, but arms wrapped around her at once and she realized she’d rushed straight into Jack. His arms did something to her. They softened her, making hot tears full of her humiliation spill over. Jack startled at the sound of her cries. Then he pulled her into his chest. Zuma didn’t cry; at least he’d never seen it happen. 
Never had she felt him this close in this way. They’d been close before, bodies arched together for a stunt in the act, but never like this and for the intention to comfort. They’d never allowed themselves this closeness, afraid of what it would lead to, both reading the desire in the other one’s eyes. Jack’s arms now tightened, pressing Zuma so firmly into him she gasped from the gesture. He patted her back and whispered, “It’s okay,” into her ear although he didn’t know what was wrong and that it wasn’t okay. 
And then she forgot her momentary distraction related to Jack’s arms and Zuma’s mind flashed to Finley. He was right and it made her all the angrier. She was a deserter. She’d been doing it easily her whole life. Leaving people behind. She’d dropped so many people like they were disposable parts of her life, meant to be discarded and replaced by someone with a fun new personality. And circus life was easy for her, whereas it should have been difficult, at least at times. Most kids had trouble adjusting when coming to Vagabond Circus, but Zuma had no problems. It was like she had been hatched rather than born to a loving family. 
Jack pulled back, pushing Zuma’s hair out of her face. “What has my girl of stone so worked up?” 
“It’s nothing, Jack,” she said, already corralling her emotions, pushing them inside the vault. The tears dried up as quickly as they came. And then Zuma sensed Finley approaching, before his movements registered any sound. His footsteps on dirt and hay grabbed Jack’s attention, but Zuma knew Finley had no intention of stopping where they stood.   
Jack’s eyes diverted to Finley’s and then back to Zuma. He pinned both hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “What did he do to you?” 
“I told her she was calloused,” Finley said as he passed by. 
Jack tilted his head in confusion. He wanted to question why something like that would bother Zuma. People had said much worse things about her. She never cared. And yet, Finley casually stating the obvious had the girl shedding what seemed like her first tears. 
Jack flicked his eyes at Finley, who continued to march away from the tent. “He made you this upset?” 
Zuma raked her hands through her hair. “I don’t know. No, not him,” she said, injecting conviction into the last statement. “I’m just feeling the pressure of the new show.” 
Jack eyed her suspiciously and then nodded. “Why don’t we practice together, since it appears your rehearsal with Finley has been cut short?” 
Finley walked until he now stood in the place he’d hid before officially coming to Vagabond Circus, right outside Dave’s office. What had just happened had been too easy. Finley had planned to pick a fight with Zuma so he could have an excuse for not practicing with her. However, he didn’t realize that the fight would actually make her upset. Pissed, yes. That was the goal. But Zuma had seemed to be hurt. Like he struck something in her. And hadn’t that been the goal? However, when he passed her in Jack’s arms and saw the expression in her eyes, one filled with raw pain, he instantly regretted everything. Why did being hostile to her have to be a part of the plan? It felt wrong to him. But he was here now, as he intended, standing outside Dave’s office, watching the ringmaster through a crack in the tent. This was where he would spend the rest of the night. And although he could have used the extra practice with Zuma, being here was his very reason for being at Vagabond Circus. He wouldn’t fail this mission. 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Zuma had the intention of working with Jack. She knew she needed to rehearse. But who she needed to practice with was Finley. Her head clouded with frustration each time she tried to focus. His eyes, haunted with his mysterious pain, kept swimming into her vision. Finally she acquiesced to the distraction and threw herself down on the mat. 
“I need a break,” she said to Jack, lying on her back and throwing her arm over her eyes. 
“Yeah, I was going to suggest that, since you keep losing your balance,” Jack said and she sensed him take the seat next to her. “What can I do to help?” 
“Distract me from this maddening chatter going on inside my head,” Zuma said.
“Oh,” Jack said, disappointment in his tone. He had half hoped that Zuma was going to want to talk about it. Maybe it wouldn’t help her, but he thought if he could understand what was going on between Finley and Zuma then he might feel better. Jack half wanted to believe that they really despised each other, but he couldn’t bring himself to accept this. There was something in the way they stared at each other. It wasn’t a rehearsed look like how most people do, where they see people without really seeing them. Zuma and Finley looked at each other every time like that was the first time they had met and they hardly believed the other person was standing in front of them. At least that’s how it appeared to Jack.  
“So…” Jack sang, searching for a topic that would pull Zuma’s thoughts away from her troubles. “Jaz joined a dating site.” 
“Has she met any nice girls?” Zuma asked, her words muffled from her arm draped across her face. 
“I don’t think so, but she’s trying.” 
“That’s admirable,” Zuma said absentmindedly and then rolled over on her stomach and looked up at Jack. “Finley called me out for leaving a good family. That’s what you really want to know, isn’t it?”
Jack gave her a half smile. He hadn’t realized she’d dipped into his thoughts. 
“I just skimmed them,” she said, returning the smile. 
“Okay, you can get out now,” he said with a grin that contradicted his request. 
“And there’s no connection between Finley and me,” Zuma said, then her hand propped up her head. It looked strained, like it also held up all her burdens. 
“There is,” Jack argued, “and it’s not like I thought it was entirely a bad thing. Kind of intriguing. Kind of frustrating.”
“You ever get tired of me being in your head?” Zuma said.
“Not at all,” Jack said honestly. “You and I don’t keep secrets. Well, maybe you keep them from me, but I think most of the time you’re straight with me. It’s relieving that the one person who can read my thoughts is someone I trust.” 
“Well, there is Sunshine too,” Zuma reminded him. “She can read all sorts of stuff about you.” 
“I don’t mind her either. There’s something about that girl that earns trust, not sure what it is,” Jack said. 
“It’s that you feel sorry for her,” Zuma said, almost laughing. 
Jack shrugged. That wasn’t it, but he wasn’t arguing the point when there were other things more important to discuss. “So, your family…”
“Right,” Zuma said, sitting up because her hand had fallen asleep under her weight. “Am I heartless not to think about them more often?”
“I don’t really think about my family,” Jack said, his tone commiserating. 
“Yes, you do. You despise them every chance you get, as you should. They’re all a bunch of haughty jerks who can’t see how amazing you are in your own right,” she said. 
“Don’t ever change, Zuma,” Jack said with a wink. 
“So you have a reason to not want to be around your family, but I don’t. My parents are great people. My brother and sisters are lovely. And still…”
“Well, when we pass through there do you want to stop by for a visit?” Jack asked.
“Honestly?” 
“I hope you never give me anything but that,” Jack said. 
“Well, honestly I don’t want to stop by when we pass through,” Zuma said with a sigh. “I know I should, but I’d rather stick around the circus.”
“That’s the thing I’ve noticed about you, Zuma,” Jack said, his voice introspective. “You never get enough of the circus. Some people need a break from it. They get away when they can. You don’t tire of these trailers and the big top. You’re like Dave in that way.”
“Yeah, it’s like I’m a homebody,” Zuma said.
“And this is your home,” Jack smiled in agreement. “So it’s not that you don’t love your family, it’s that you prefer this one.”
The tension that had been in Zuma’s chest since her argument with Finley dissipated, like a tight knot was unraveled by Jack’s words. “You’re right,” she said. “There’s just something about the chaos of the circus and the constant adrenaline that calms me somehow.”
Jack laughed. “Pandemonium makes you feel at peace,” he said, marveling at her. “You really are one of a kind, Zuma.” 
“Thanks,” she said, her voice softening. “And Jack?” Zuma waited until he pulled his eyes from the mat and met hers. “If you want me to, I’ll go with you if you want to visit your family.”
“You know, Zuma, I think if I showed up with you on my arm then I’d actually get some admiration from my family.” Jack laughed suddenly, his eyes imagining the scene. “My brothers would envy me for once.”
Zuma wasn’t one to blush, so she just smiled wide at Jack. “So that’s a yes?”
He shook his head. “No, but thanks for the offer. You’re not really mine, so the attention I’d get wouldn’t really be genuine.”
Zuma agreed with a solemn nod. It hurt her to see the look that plagued Jack’s eyes when he reminisced over his family. Whereas she needed none of her family’s approval, Jack would never be complete without it. She hoped one day they saw him for who he was, extraordinary in his own way. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Finley stared at his image in the full-length mirror. The skin-tight suit was decorated with the colors of Vagabond Circus, teal blue and neon green. They alternated around the suit, the blue specked with wisps of smoke and the green arranged like flames. It wasn’t a distracting suit like in some acts, it was complementary to the performance. Finley almost felt like a real performer now. 
After the dress rehearsal he’d have a break before his first show. 
His first show.

At the circus.

The idea seemed strange running through his head. 
“I’m in the circus,” he said out loud and smiled at himself in the mirror. “You got this,” he said and gave himself a cheesy thumbs-up and then promptly laughed at himself. The sound seemed strange coming out of his mouth. Finley didn’t laugh. He hadn’t really been given any opportunities to do so. There was nothing fun or funny in his life. But this was his new life. 
He exited his trailer to find Zuma leaning against the RV, one foot propped up behind her. He hadn’t felt nervous thinking about his first show, but staring at her made his throat prickle with tension. Everything about her demeanor was casual: the way she leaned against the white trailer, the way her arms were crossed in front of her, and the way she lifted her eyes to look at him. She was wearing a white gown. It was her costume for the first part of the show where she’d be locked up in a clear orb that was lifted to the top of the tent and then filled with colored gas before night came in the story. 
The nightgown wasn’t loose like most, although it flowed at the bottom. It was tight at the bodice with a low neckline. Pieces of chiffon formed the bottom of the dress and the long train she had tucked under her arm. She seemed unconcerned about the potential of getting the white dress dirty by leaning on the trailer or messing up the intimate series of braids her hair was arranged into. The pink in her hair threaded through various braids, solitary diamonds pinned in multiples places. 
Finley struggled to swallow and the attempt produced a startled cough from him. If Zuma noticed his nervous reaction then she covered it. 
“What were you laughing about?” she asked, pointing to his trailer. “I heard you in there.” 
He arched a disapproving eyebrow at her before turning around and stalking off a few feet. Finley was glad he could avoid Zuma’s question by pretending to still be angry with her.  
“We need to talk,” she said. 
He halted. Turned and appraised her.
And then quite deliberately Zuma checked out his suit and looked away, feigning boredom. 
“I thought I made myself clear that we should refrain from talking in the future,” he said, trying to match her casual stance. “It gets us nowhere.” 
“Thing is, Finley,” Zuma said, her voice dull, “that communication between acrobats is kind of key to their performance.”
“Oh sure, we can talk about the act,” Finley said. “We can discuss timing, arrangements, and whatever else. But let’s limit it to that.”
She kicked off the trailer and stood tall. “Look, I’m sorry if I offended you. It appears I’m good at it. But you and I are in this act together and the show rests on our performance. You may be able to wall off your emotions but I can’t go out there and put on show after show with a guy who hates me. Acrobats don’t just need to communicate about logistics, they need to communicate in other ways. They need to know each other and you’re not even trying on that front.”
The idea of knowing Zuma was exhilarating. It was the other part that created a chorus of no’s in Finley’s head. Zuma couldn’t know him, not who he really was. “I think we’ve proved that we work just fine with the way things are. Dave and Titus loved our act.”
“Damn it, Finley. There are several times in this show that I’m trusting you with my safety and I’m not sure why I’m doing that since you’re a complete jerk to me half the time. And why should I trust you at all when you won’t even tell me the first thing about you? You aren’t even trying to meet me in the middle here!” Zuma’s voice rose until she was yelling, her face flushed pink as her hair. 
“I won’t ever drop you,” he said through clenched teeth, a heat in his eyes. 
“What?” she said, her voice low again.
“That’s what you’re worried about, right? That I can’t be trusted? That I’m going to hurt you in the act? You’re worried that I might drop you because of what you don’t know about me. And you’re afraid of me because of what you do know about my attitude toward you.” 
“No,” she said quickly, then took it back with a slight nod. “I mean, maybe. But more than anything I worry how I’m going to maintain focus working with a partner who won’t communicate with me.” 
“Is this another attempt to get in my head?” he said.  
“Well, that’s part of it,” she urged. “If I just knew you were okay up there,” she said, pointing to her own head, “If I could get a glimpse, then maybe I’d understand you. Maybe I could trust you. And also, don’t you see that we would be able to communicate throughout the act without saying a word to each other? It’s very efficient.”
Finley hid the shiver that transpired through his body at the idea of Zuma in his head. There would be nothing worse. He shook his head roughly. “It’s just not necessary.”
“Damn it, Finley—”
“You know, maybe I should have made my last name Finley and changed my first name to Damn It, since that’s what you prefer to call me,” he said, grateful for the opportunity to divert the conversation. 
“Seriously though—” 
“Seriously though,” he said cutting her off again, “I do find your attempts to try and get along with me kind of cute.” He also found it was threatening his resolve to push Zuma away. 
“Well, we really have a lot of people counting on us and the last thing I’m going to allow is for something to make this circus fail,” she said, stomping her foot into the earth, a frustrated determination on her face. 
He saw in her right then a passion that froze his heart and injected it with its drug. Zuma was in love with Vagabond Circus. It was so clear in the way her eyes changed talking about it. He took a step toward her. “I will not fail the circus. There’s little more important to me than ensuring that Dave’s circus is a success.”
Zuma studied him. Her eyes made Finley realize how vulnerable she made him. In that moment, Finley was dangerously close to his determination crumbling. “And Zuma, you may not know me but you can trust me. I would never let something happen to you.” 
She gave him a sideways skeptical look. 
“It’s true,” he said, a new lightness in his voice. “If the big top implodes I’ll throw my body over yours to keep you safe.” 
She laughed and it brought a carefree smile to his mouth. There were few things that sounded as attractive as her laughter. And now he’d been the one to bring it out of her. 
“Okay, well then I guess that means we are getting along yet again.” 
“Well, yeah,” Finley said, “how could we not after you totally just groveled at my feet with that apology?”
Her mouth popped open. “I did not.” 
“That’s not how I’m remembering it,” he said, hooking his arm around her shoulder and heading them in the direction of the big top. 
Zuma’s face flushed from the contact. She’d hoped to smooth things out with Finley but to have his arm casually draped over her was unexpected. It unsettled her in all the right ways, stirring a cluster of butterflies in her stomach. She kept her eyes trained on the tent as they walked. Finley was a tornado, changing every second, beautiful and dangerous and unpredictable. But Zuma loved storms. Always had.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
From the moment Dr. Raydon introduced the circus to the finale, which was Zuma and Finley’s big act, the entire show was seamless. Fanny’s kids sat in the front row, Emily and Benjamin both jumping up and down in their seats several times. The employees of Vagabond Circus were people who took an insurmountable challenge like rearranging and changing an entire two-hour circus and made it look easy. Middlings would never be able to pull off such a feat. The success of the circus wasn’t just because the performers had super powers, but because they could spend sleep hours training. All things take time and Dream Travelers have more of it than anyone. 
Finley and Zuma took their final bows as the lights dimmed overhead. They stayed in the ring, ready for the dress-rehearsal after-meeting. The performers all spilled out of the backstage area and stadium, wide grins on most everyone’s faces. Fanny was still clapping, unabashed tears swimming down her cheeks. 
“That was marvelous,” she said in her warm voice so everyone in the ring or nearby could hear. 
Zuma gave Finley a slight smile, not meeting his eyes entirely. He leaned over and whispered into her ear. “I told you. I won’t let down this circus.” 
“I want to believe you,” she said through her smiling teeth as she waved at various crew people in the bleachers, who were throwing her kisses and thumbs-ups. 
Finley was about to say something else when something poked him in the leg. He looked down to see little Emily standing beside him, a smile lighting up her blue eyes. He kneeled down. “Well, hey there, Emily,” he said. 
“Would you come over here?” the young girl said, pointing to where she’d been seated. “Benny wants to meet you but he’s too nervous.” Finley looked up to see the three other kids sitting next to Fanny, who was now wiping tears away from her cheeks. Between the older girl and Sebastian was a boy of about ten. He had short brown hair and a nervous smile. Finley’s eyes slid over to Sebastian and the boy got up at once and left the tent, looking to be rushed like he just forgot something. 
“You bet I will,” Finley said, throwing a glance back at Zuma, who was watching the whole thing with a new interest. Emily slid her tiny hand into Finley’s and urgently pulled him over to the group. 
“He says that you’re the new star of Vagabond Circus, and that he wants to be you when he grows up,” she said, her words rushed with excitement. 
Jack arrived at Zuma’s side without a word. He was watching her watch Finley. She turned her eyes to him. There was a group of performers behind him who looked eager to relay their compliments to Zuma. It was unspoken but everyone knew Jack got her attention first. 
“Great catch,” she said to him. “That’s going to wow the audience more than anything.” 
Jack’s eyes were still on Finley, who was signing an autograph for Benjamin. “It is Finley who you should be complimenting. I only catch the quadruple because he teleports.” 
“Jack, that’s not true,” she said, a little deflated by his bad attitude, which was oozing off him like bad cologne. 
He slid his eyes to hers, a quiet anger in them. “So it appears you and Finley made up after last night.”
“We kind of had to. We are in a ton of the show together and then there’s the last act.”
“Yeah, about that,” Jack said and he could feel the resentment in him building. It was petty and he knew it but he didn’t know how else to feel. Not when it came to Zuma.
“You didn’t like it?” she said, turning to him, half mad and half sad. 
“No, of course I did. How could I not like it?” He said, his voice lower than hers, his eyes scanning the curious faces around them. They weren’t being loud but everyone could sense the tension. “The act was breathtaking. You were more gorgeous than I’ve ever seen you. The way you moved, it made me hurt from the force of emotions you unearthed.” 
“Then why do you look disappointed?” 
Jack stole a glance at Finley, who was talking to the kids, but his eyes kept finding Zuma. 
“Because you’ve never moved like that when performing with me,” he said, his shoulders slumped in defeat. 
 



Chapter Forty
Dave and Titus didn’t want Zuma doing fortunetelling before the show now that she had more responsibility. Ian replaced her. He was in charge of the rig crew members and preferred the labor of putting up and maintaining the big top. However, Ian also had the gift of divination and clairvoyance. Dave had asked that along with his responsibility on crew, he run Zuma’s booth for an undeterminable amount of time. 
Since her conversation with Jack after the rehearsal that morning, Zuma had felt lost. And she also had trouble staying away from the preshow activities. She loved watching the patrons arrive at Vagabond Circus. Some had faces full of anticipation and others only tolerated the experience for their kids. Zuma loved watching them before and then after as they left, transformed. 
With a fond gaze she ran her eyes over the blue and green fabric bathing her booth. This was one of her favorite parts of Vagabond Circus. She loved the ring, but her interaction there was impersonal. As the fortuneteller she connected with patrons and helped them, or at least she hoped she did. Most came back year after year to visit the fortuneteller who advised them and therefore saved their business, strengthened their ties with their family, or helped them with a major decision. 
Zuma’s black hooded cloak mostly hid her face and entirely covered her white gown. Still, to some she was always recognizable. It was her energy.  
“Hey, lovely,” Ian said, pulling his round face up from a deck of cards. “Are you checking up on me?” 
“No, I know you’re doing an excellent job. I bet you’ll want to keep the booth after a few shows,” she said, drawing closer, her cloak taking pieces of hay strewn on the ground with her. 
“It is fun,” he agreed, “but I don’t know. I prefer the backstage. Dave was right where he cast me, just as he was right with your casting.” 
Ian was Zuma’s older brother’s age. Twenty-four. He looked odd in the velvet robe with his broad shoulders and barrel chest. Most would say that he didn’t look like the average fortuneteller, but there was probably no one more accurate than Ian. He had what Zuma only pretended to have when doing the job. Ian could actually see the future and with a precision that most would kill for. 
“So, then what brings you here? I thought you were supposed to be resting before each show,” Ian said, his round chin tucked into his chest, eyes discerning. 
She cast a sideways look around. “I am resting…”
“Are you?” he said, a challenge in his words, although he wasn’t trying to intimidate the girl. 
“Well, I’m trying,” she said, taking another step forward, keeping her voice low, her eyes constantly scanning. 
“Is it that you can’t rest because of the stress weighing on your heart?” Ian said, sliding the deck of tarot cards, used only as a prop, to the side and clearing the space in front of him. 
“Do you know that because you’re a fantastic observer or because of your abilities?” Zuma asked, her eyes ablaze with curiosity. 
“Well, psychics are great because of their attention to detail, so call it both.”
They both laughed easily. “True,” Zuma said, taking a seat in the chair across from him. “Ian, can I get a reading?” 
He gave her a look of concern. “You know where your expectations need to be if I do, right?” 
She nodded. “None of it is true. It’s all potential truths. Potential realities depending on which way the wind blows, what someone else does, and what I have to eat for breakfast tomorrow.” 
He smiled, showing a mouthful of braces. “I see you’ve played this little game before.” 
Ian’s parents hadn’t wanted him to have braces growing up because it was a cosmetic thing. They also didn’t want to shell out the money for the expense. After he came to Vagabond Circus he saved up enough money for orthodontics to fix his buckteeth. His parents ridiculed him about it every time he visited and also about the fact that he’d turned down the opportunity to go into banking like his father. 
“All right, you know how this works,” he said, holding out his calloused hands. 
Zuma nodded and offered both her hands to Ian. It was when he touched another person that things about their future were sparked in his mind. It had been like this since he was thirteen and tried to hold Molly’s hand. They had synagogue together and spent most of that time giggling in the back. He grabbed the young girl’s hand one morning and had been assaulted by a vision of Molly stepping out onto the road without looking. A car swerved, missing Molly, but it still hit a tree, killing the driver in the vehicle. However, because of what Ian told Molly about his vision, that never happened and that driver was still alive to this day. 
Ian wrapped both his hands around Zuma’s, which were hardened like his but from the flying trapeze. Zuma’s hands were long and slender in contrast to his. He sucked in a breath. Zuma watched as Ian’s eyes roamed around under his closed lids, like he was watching a movie inside his head. After only ten seconds his eyes sprung open. With a jerk he pulled his hands from her, a new stress in his eyes. 
“What?” she said, sensing his concern. 
“It’s nothing. I mean…you know how this stuff goes?” Ian said. 
“But you have information for me, don’t you?” she said, leaning forward, careful to keep herself hidden inside the cloak.
He nodded, his shoulders slumping a little. “You have to trust Finley enough…”
“What? Enough for what?” 
“You have to trust him enough that…he drops you.” 
“What?” Zuma straightened suddenly, a cold chill zipping down her back. “He’s going to drop me? Like during a show?”
“No,” Ian said, looking to the side like examining the vision in his head. “I think this is during a rehearsal.”
“Why would I want him to drop me?”
“Because it changes everything,” Ian said. 
“I don’t understand. I have to trust him enough and then he ends up dropping me and that changes everything?” 
“Yes,” Ian said, a strange weight in his eyes now. “It puts things in motion that have to occur.”
“But we don’t know what has to occur. We’re always guessing,” Zuma said. 
“I feel strongly that this is important,” he said with a new conviction in his voice. “It’s not ideal, it’s not pretty, but it’s an important catalyst.”
“You realize it’s going to be hard for me to rehearse now?” Zuma said, a shudder vibrating across her shoulders.
“You aren’t hurt physically,” he said, and the implications hung between them.
“But his mistake of dropping me, it sets something in motion?” she asked, needing to confirm every detail of this. 
“It is no mistake,” Ian said in a hush. 
“He drops me on purpose?” she said too loud. 
“Just put this out of your mind and trust him. It’s imperative that you do, that he drops you,” Ian said with that too-wise look in his eyes. His vision was a burden and it made him look older than he was. 
Zuma was certain there would be no forgetting this information. There was already too much mystery surrounding Finley and now this potential reality made her heart palpitate. She offered her hands to Ian. “Will you look again? Maybe you missed something.” 
He shook his head roughly. “I didn’t,” he said, turning his gaze away from her hands like they made him ill suddenly.
“Ian, what is it?” 
“It’s a future that has to come to pass, Zuma. And it brings you much sorrow before giving you the opposite.”
“Then why do you look so sad?”
“Because the things that affect you at Vagabond Circus tend to affect us all,” he said, his voice eerie. 
Zuma rose slowly from her seat and gave Ian a look he saw too often: reluctant acceptance. It was difficult for people to hear their future and have the tools to shape it. This was mainly because the tools involved doing the last thing they wanted and Ian knew that for Zuma to trust Finley was almost impossible. Still, it was critical. The future of Vagabond Circus rested on the well-sculpted shoulders of the two acrobats. 



Chapter Forty-One
The warm spotlight glowed down on Zuma. She stood on the side of the ring playing the character of the sheltered girl who had escaped the cage she’d been locked into almost every night. She’d already met many creatures of the night, all proving to be entertaining rather than dangerous, as her father had warned. The girl was searching quite melodramatically for a new animal who would enchant her as the others had done. She turned in one direction and a loud drum sounded, making her jump and retreat two steps. Then she turned in the other direction and another bang of a drum stopped her. The acrobat crouched down low, the orchestra playing a spooky arrangement that flowed perfectly with her jumpy movements. 
She ran, a series of graceful steps, and stopped suddenly. A curious look lit up her face. With a tentative hand she glided her palm over something. Zuma pressed down on what appeared to be invisible and her hand sprang back. With a look of delight the acrobat placed her hand on the invisible thing again and then hopped up onto it. It was then that the lights shone fully on the wire that the audience couldn’t see before. Like a kid exploring a toy for the first time she practiced a few steps on top of the tight wire, which was only three feet off the ground. Zuma played with the bounce. Shuffled forward and back and then spun herself around. She was elegant on the wire, moving like she would through water. Her arms flowed, her legs swam across the wire, never losing balance. 
But in the shadows something appeared. The girl Zuma was playing didn’t see the presence watching, but the audience did. A few in the audience pointed. A kid in the crowd tapped his mom. “Look!” he said, his voice too loud. 
Finley moved to the side of the wire, his suit a dark blue, an elegant contrast to Zuma’s pale green costume. His was the color of a darkening sky, hers the color of grass coated in morning dew. Zuma now overflowed with confidence on the wire and leapt along it, sashaying after the move and then jumping straight in the air, one leg coming up behind her and her arms reaching behind her head to grab it before landing again with perfect precision. She didn’t see Finley at her back, crouched down on the end platform where the wire was tethered. He reached down and grabbed the wire and shook it. Zuma startled, almost losing her balance. 
Whipping around she fumbled on the wire backwards at the sight of the monster. She played the character so well, acting frightened at just the perfect time. This was what the girl’s father had protected her from. She held out a hand at the beast and it hissed in return. Then it jumped onto the wire, sending her straight into the air. But she landed back on it in a crouch, her hand reaching down between her bent legs to grab the wire, tethering her to it. On the monster’s next bounce she grabbed the wire with both hands and her hips came down on it as she spun around the wire, before coming off it in a flip like a gymnast dismounting the uneven bar. 
Finley jumped straight in the air then flew down on the wire and bounced high before throwing himself into a full twist with a front flip also dismounting from the apparatus. He landed just before Zuma, who played the terrified girl. He bowed to her, offering his outstretched hand. Zuma paused, searching him by trying to look at his shielded face. Finally she reached for his hand and once their grips clasped he wrestled her to the ground, and that’s when the fight scene of their act officially began. 
 
 



Chapter Forty-Two
The audience was silent when Finley and Zuma’s act morphed into a dance of two lovers’ hearts united. Every eye was trained on them, hypnotized by the pair who moved like water flowed. Only Sunshine was aware of how many audience members were close to tears, feeling the overwhelming emotion under the big top. She watched with Dave and Jack from the side of the curtain. Dave had asked her to scan the emotions of patrons throughout the night to get a barometer of how the new show was working. And the girl would soon report to the ringmaster that never before had the audience had such heightened emotions. And during the finale every emotion was hanging on a hinge, ready to burst open. 
Sunshine prepared herself for the cacophony of feelings that would assault her when the act ended. She pulled her eyes to Finley, who had just caught Zuma in his arms, completing the last trick of their act. The audience seemed to suck in a collective breath all at once. Finley slid his leg around Zuma’s leg, encouraging her back as he had done during every practice. She arched her spine as he dipped her down low. The pair slid together, Finley in a deep lunge, Zuma’s arms tied around his neck. 
They held the pose for a three count as Titus had asked. Three seconds where Finley allowed the adrenaline of finishing his first show to rocket through his veins. Three long seconds where the applause he’d earned during the show reverberated in his chest. Three seconds where he stared down at Zuma and realized she made him feel more emotion than the adrenaline and the applause combined. She owned him. And automatically he wrenched her to him and covered her mouth with his. She sensed the kiss coming but didn’t know how to react with over a thousand eyes watching her, so she just gasped against his lips, sucking him in. 
Zuma tightened her arms around his neck, assaulted by the tremor that ran down her body. All this happened inside of a few seconds and then Finley pulled away, drawing Zuma to a standing position. Their hands were clasped in each other’s as they bowed low to the loudest and longest applause the Vagabond Circus had ever earned. Then they turned in unison, hands still connected, and took another bow to the other side of the ring. Kids jumped up and down. Women pushed glistening tears from their cheeks. Zuma scanned the crowd, taking in the faces of every patron, all smiling, cheering, and overflowing with excitement. The lights faded on them and Finley dropped her hand as they ran in complete darkness to the back curtain. When they were through it the houselights dawned on a crowd who would never forget the show they just watched.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Finley wasn’t even completely on the other side of the curtain before Zuma twisted around and shoved him in the chest, knocking him lightly into the blue velvet behind him. 
“What in the hell was that?” she said and her voice wasn’t as angry as she tried to make it. She sounded curious. Zuma wanted to feel violated, but she couldn’t make herself. That kiss had a pureness to it. 
He stared down at her, his mouth pinched together, a weight in his eyes. He was battling something inside himself that didn’t exist in most. A torture of overpowering emotions. 
“Well?” she said when he didn’t respond, didn’t look like he could. Finley’s eyes just stayed tight on her, which was why he didn’t see the blur of movements that Zuma saw. From the side, Jack bolted through the space and raised his hand and punched Finley across the face. Finley should have moved fast enough to deflect it, but his focus was overwhelmed by the angry expression on Zuma’s face. She appeared to be mad at him; however, she had kissed him back, cinched her arms around his neck and pulled him into her. Breathed him in. He didn’t understand. He also didn’t know why he did it in the first place. Everything was unexplainable when it came to Zuma. 
Finley hardly stumbled back from Jack’s punch, although it had incredible force behind it. Finley was used to being punched. Assaulted. He knew how to take it with little effect. 
Frantically Zuma grabbed one of Jack’s arms and pulled him away. Jack stared at Finley with a look of complete disdain. Another abuse Finley was used to. 
“Where do you get off doing something like that? You know Zuma can’t stand you. Why would you take advantage of her in front of the audience?” Jack said, his voice a hush but his words hot. 
Finley hardly heard all that Jack said. His eyes were on Zuma, who had her hands wrapped around Jack’s arm still, encouraging him to calm down. 
“That’s not true. You don’t despise me,” Finley said to Zuma. 
She dropped her gaze, unable to stomach the brutal pain in Finley’s eyes. Still, she felt echoes of the tremor his kiss caused deep inside her. Never before had an experience produced that reaction. Not even the flying trapeze, which gave her a high like no other. 
“Jack,” Dave said from behind him, a caution in his voice. “Why don’t you leave the big top and cool down.” 
Jack turned, Zuma letting his arm drop. There behind them stood Dave, who was only a few inches taller than Zuma. He wasn’t wearing his normal jovial smile but rather under his frayed top hat he had a serious expression. It looked all wrong on his face, like a dog with cat ears. 
“But—” Jack said.
“I understand you’re angry, but we do not conduct ourselves in that way,” Dave said and even Zuma flinched from the sternness in his voice. There had to be nothing worse than to earn the ringmaster’s disapproval, she thought. And for Jack, this would be a curse. “Go to your trailer and I don’t want you at tonight’s festivities. We will discuss this in Portland, you and me,” Dave said, his voice full of authority. 
“Dave, you can’t let this go—” Jack began.
“And Jack, I don’t intend to. But this is my circus, and my issue to handle. This matter concerns you no longer, is that clear?” 
Jack closed his eyes and nodded. 
“Now please leave me to discuss this matter,” Dave said, his voice lightening an octave. “Zuma, you are free to go as well.” 
Jack turned and walked a few paces, but he paused as soon as he realized Zuma wasn’t by his side. She was standing still. She hadn’t gone with him. He gave her a confused look.  
Zuma turned her gaze to Dave. “I’m staying.”
Dave nodded his consent. “Very well.” He swiveled his head to Jack, who was watching dumbfounded. “Go on now. Go cool off,” Dave said, his voice calm but insistent. 
Jack’s last look was at Zuma, who was staring at him with consoling eyes. Then he whipped around and stormed off. And this time he wouldn’t argue with Zuma if she called it “storming off.” 
Jack was furious. Everything during the first new show had gone perfectly and it put an unbearable weight on his chest. To watch the crowd respond to Finley the way they did, with more surprise and amazement than he ever received, was a knife right under his breast bone. It created a searing pain and he pressed his hand there, rubbing on the ache. And now Finley had kissed Zuma, in front of the circus and its patrons. Finley knew what her lips felt like. Knew what she tasted like. Two things Jack had wanted to know since he set his eyes on her over three years ago. What burned Jack up wasn’t that Finley was taking what had belonged to him. Finley was taking that which Jack never had and always wanted.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
“The rules were made clear to you when you came to Vagabond Circus,” Dave said to Finley, his voice firm.
Behind him Titus was clearing the back area of performers, encouraging them to change and toddle off to the after-party. He was grateful that Dave was intervening and not him. How uncomfortable this tense situation must be for someone to deal with. People kissing. People hitting each other. Relationships. Titus shivered with unease. “No thanks,” he said under his breath. The memories of the relationships that tore the circus apart almost twenty years ago were still fresh in his mind. Nothing was a bigger motivator than love. It made people happy. It made them depressed. It made people challenge themselves. It made them different people. It made them kill. There’s a reason domestic violence is the most frequent, Titus thought. Love makes people insane.  
In the main big top area patrons were filing out of the exit. Excited voices discussed the various acts, Zuma and Finley the topic of most people’s conversations. They were undoubtedly the favorite act. Girls twirled as they exited, pretending to be jumping into the arms of a waiting Finley. 
“Mom, can I put a pink streak in my hair?” a girl asked, skipping beside her mother. 
Another child heard the request and soon every little girl was asking for a new hairdo. Someone would have made a fortune selling pink hair dye by the gates of Vagabond Circus. 
“You made the rules implicitly clear,” Finley finally said to Dave’s question. 
“And is it also clear to you that when I said no relationships among circus members that that meant no necking?” Dave said, holding his gloved hands out, exasperated.  
Zuma’s stomach turned over from the use of the word “necking.” Is there a worse word, she thought with a grimace. There definitely wasn’t a more humiliating way to describe a simple kiss. 
“Yes, I’m aware that’s implied,” Finley said, his chin held high, eyes mostly on Dave, although he caught Zuma’s look of revulsion.  
Dave dropped his hands to his side and they clapped on his legs. “I’m a bit overwhelmed by this one, Finley. You’ve broken both my rules in one setting and I don’t really know how to handle it. This was our best show ever and you’re mostly responsible for that, but that doesn’t mean I can excuse such behavior.” 
“Sir,” Finley said, his eyes confused. “How did I break both rules by what I did?” 
“Well, it was hugely disrespectful to force yourself onto Zuma,” Dave said, matter-of-factly. “And then there’s Jack’s feelings to consider, which I’m certain you did not do.” 
“Wait, I didn’t force myself on Zuma,” Finley said. “She didn’t push me away.” 
At this Zuma buried her head in her hands. Now she doubted her reasons for staying. Why had she stayed? Didn’t she know this would be a humiliating conversation to be a part of with Dave present and leading the questioning?
However, when she looked up the ringmaster had turned to her, a fond glint twinkling his light blue eyes. “Well, of course not, that would have ruined the show. My Zuma is a brilliant actress.” And then he gave her a wink. “Nice cover-up, Zuma. It almost seemed planned. You incorporated the surprise kiss seamlessly.” 
She gulped. Nodded. Tried to keep an unsurprised look on her face. 
“Right.” Finley bit on the word watching Zuma, whose passive stance was actually quite commendable to him, if it hadn’t also been infuriating. “And Jack? How was I disrespecting him?” Finley asked. 
“Well, my boy, Jack, is obviously very protective of Zuma, as you would be too if you two grew up together. They have a special bond. That was a very disrespectful thing to do to a girl he loves.” 
“Wait! What!?” It was Zuma who voiced the question. 
Dave looked at her and said, “Zuma, I did ask you to leave. I thought it might be easier if Finley and I discussed the relationships at Vagabond Circus in private, but you made the decision to stay and I respected it. And you must know I’m aware of Jack’s feelings for you.” 
“Dave, there’s nothing going—”
Dave stopped Zuma’s speech by holding up a single white-gloved hand. Dr. Raydon was an intelligent man. He knew people were hardwired to mate. He didn’t have any disillusions about this. Most were like Jasmine and stayed at the circus until the urge to have a relationship was too much and then left him. During their time with him he fed them with nutritious food and intoxicating memories. In return, he asked that the staff not have romantic relationships amongst each other during their time at Vagabond Circus. But he saw the way Jack looked after Zuma and knew he had feelings for her. What Jack didn’t realize was that everyone had feelings for Zuma. She captured the attention of anyone whose eyes tripped over her. If Jack realized this then he’d know that Zuma’s true love was the person who did to her what she did to everyone else, steal their focus.  
Dave knew this, and knew how it would affect Zuma one day. Not yet, but one day. If what he learned from having a reading with Ian was going to come to pass then Jack would figure out one day soon that Zuma wasn’t his true love. It would be both a disappointment and a relief for him. And if the crew member with the braces could be believed then Jack would figure this out very soon. 
Dave also knew that he never had to worry about Jack because he observed rule number one as did Zuma. And both acrobats respected the ringmaster enough not to have a relationship behind his back. And although Finley wasn’t as endeared to Dave yet, he still trusted the boy. 
Dave finally turned to Zuma. “Jack does love you,” he said, a consternation on his face. And then he added, “Zuma, most everyone at Vagabond Circus loves you in their own way. Jack may have a bit more of a connection than the rest though,” he said, his face light again. Zuma was glad since she didn’t like that serious expression Dave had worn before. “Anyway, I only mean that Jack loves you dearly, as a friend. And what Finley did made Jack feel you were threatened, so of course he would try to protect you. Although I think he was too aggressive in his approach.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Zuma said, sensing the shield in Dave’s head. She didn’t even bump against it once she knew it was in place. He was trying to keep her out and she wouldn’t fight it.  
“Don’t look so heavy, Zuma,” Dave said, reaching out and cupping her shoulder. “I know it’s a platonic love. Jack needs you as a friend. I don’t worry about you two betraying me.” 
The ringmaster then turned to Finley. “But honestly, I have to admit that although I know little of you, my instinct tells me you’re good. But do please tell me why you kissed Zuma at the end of the show.” 
“Well…” Finley said, his eyes falling on Zuma before he forced himself to rip them away. “It was a sudden decision. I was swept away by the energy of the audience and truthfully I thought that it’s what they wanted. It is a love story and I felt they wanted a tender and touching ending. So I just improvised.” 
Dave looked at Finley and then at Zuma, who had a flat expression. If Dr. Raydon was Zuma and could read the tiny expressions in people, he’d know Finley was lying. But Dave was a trusting man. “Fine, fine. First show. I get making such a decision,” Dave said, his cheeks tightening like he was on the verge of smiling. He seemed to always be on the verge of a smile or ending one. “You’ll get used to the audience and realize they don’t get what they want, but rather what we’ve rehearsed.” The ringmaster then stepped forward, leaving Zuma a foot behind him. “People make mistakes. I understand that. But don’t ever consider forcing yourself on Zuma while in my circus. I’m not a man prone to anger but next time I won’t let this go unpunished. Next time you won’t be a member of Vagabond Circus for such mistakes. Is that clear?” 
Finley nodded, forcing himself to meet Dave’s eyes. 
Dave then clapped Finley on the shoulder, loosening him up with his infectious good nature. “And may I be the first to tell you that you and Zuma just put on the best show I’ve ever seen. You two were unmistakably the stars.” Dave could shift suddenly and Finley had just witnessed his high after a low. 
He choked out a forced laugh. “Thank you.” 
Dave turned and then offered an arm to Zuma. “My lady, you were more spectacular than I ever dreamed.”
Zuma knew Dave didn’t dream. For some reason unknown to her, he didn’t allow himself to have dreams directed by his unconscious. Still she nodded, accepting the compliment. “It’s all thanks to your support, Dave,” she said. 
“Would you accompany me to the festivities?” 
She nodded obediently and took his arm. They walked to where the cast and crew were already starting the bonfire, Finley a few feet behind them. 



Chapter Forty-Five
Drinking wasn’t against the rules, but it was frowned upon at Vagabond Circus and things that were frowned upon were as good as rules. Still, it would have appeared to an outsider that the employees of Vagabond Circus were drunk based on their infectious laughter and chatty voices. There were no borders in the crowd at that night’s after-party. Everyone was congratulating each other on putting together such a challenging new show in such a short period of time. And a breathtaking one at that. Each person took turns telling one of their favorite parts. And for most the ultimate favorite part was the ending, where the two lovers, torn by circumstances, celebrated their love with a kiss. 
Everywhere Zuma turned someone was waiting to talk to her. The guys from the crew lined up, ready to greet her by laying a kiss on the back of her hand. She scanned their thoughts and knew this at once. And then a quick scan of the people’s minds at the party told her she was the center of most people’s thoughts. Well, not Finley’s. As always, she didn’t know what he was thinking, although from the way he kept directing his attention at her, she suspected she was also on his mind.  
Even the freak performers had split up for that night’s celebration and were commingling with crew members. Padmal was quietly picking Fanny’s brain about alchemy, a side hobby of the nurse and caregiver. Oliver was having Ian read his fortune, and looked quite grave about the news. And Haady, one of the triplets, was giving Bill, the circus chef, tips of things he’d like added to the menu. Sunshine was sulking alone, but not all things can change at once. 
Zuma couldn’t bear the company of her circus family for very long. She’d had enough attention for one night. As the festivities went on she knew the obligation to speak to everyone who wanted her attention would be too much to resist. Passing the line of patiently waiting crew members she gave a quick wave. “I’d love to chat, but I’ve got to pack for our trip to Portland tomorrow,” she said in a rush.
One guy reached out for her hand as she cruised by, but sensing this before he did it, she sped up and hurried away. She then ran to get as far from the people she loved like a family, and who were also her biggest fans. 
Finley followed Zuma out when she left. He had broken away from Dave and Nabhi, saying he owed her a real apology. Dave consented with a nod. Finley was about to turn on his speed to catch up with her when Zuma made an early turn and headed straight in the direction of Jack’s trailer. 
 



Chapter Forty-Six
Finley halted, watching Zuma hurry in the opposite direction. Then he opened his mouth and was powerless to the word that fell out of him. “Zuma,” he said, too loudly.
She stopped and turned to him, her face trying not to look startled. He sped up just a little, so he crossed the thirty yards in only a second. She blinked rapidly at him. “In a hurry?”
“Just to talk to you,” he said and found his fingers reaching out for her. But Finley covered the move by pulling his hands all the way up and stroking them through his hair. The kiss had broken a latch he had locked. It had created a deadly possibility. He needed to reinforce his guard and remember why he was here, which had nothing to do with Zuma. “You headed to see Jack?” Finley said, pointing at the trailer behind her. 
“Yeah,” Zuma said, her expression would have been hard to read in the dark, but Finley had excellent night vision.
“I wanted to apologize,” Finley said.
“For kissing me and potentially getting me fired?” Zuma said. With this, Finley noticed her eyes narrow some. 
“For some of that,” he said, a rebellious smile on his face. It was easy for Zuma to spy since the light from Jack’s trailer was shining on his face. “But we both know Dave would never fire you.”
She couldn’t argue with this, although she still never wanted to let him down. Of all the people at Vagabond Circus, Zuma could have gotten away with the most. But it was the fact that she knew this and didn’t take advantage of it that continued to endear Dave to her. “You were lying,” she said in a whisper.
Finley pushed his chin to the side. He had considered that her combat sense might make her a human lie detector. Now he wondered if he’d been right. “About what?” 
“How many lies are you telling around this place?” she shot back at him.
“How many do you think?” he said. 
“I was referring to what you said to Dave, your reasons for kissing me.”
And now it was confirmed. She had such confidence in her voice. Zuma spied his lie and that meant she could spy all the other ones he’d have to tell to remain here. She was indeed dangerous to him in more ways than one. 
“So what was your reason for kissing me?” she asked. 
He stepped back, out of the light streaming from the trailer, into the dark. “Let’s call it a social experiment.” 
Zuma squinted at him through the dark. “Hmmm…I’m not sure I buy that.”
“So you’re headed to see Jack?” he said again, ignoring her statement and pointing at the trailer behind her for a second time. It was the only way he could think to derail the conversation. 
“He’ll be upset and need to talk.” She paused and then took a step forward, angling her eyes at his jaw, wondering if it had bruised. “I’m kind of sorry he punched you,” she said. 
“As Dave said, he loves you,” Finley said, staring down at Zuma, his tone uniform. “He was protecting you from who he thinks is a monster.”
“I don’t think you’re a monster,” she said. 
“You don’t?” 
“No, and Jack and I are just friends.”
“As are you and I, right?” he said. 
“No,” she said. “We’re partners.”
“Right, like business partners,” Finley said, wanting to agree and then hating the idea. 
“Exactly.”
“Fine,” he said, “great show tonight, partner.” 
“Same to you,” she said. And there was so much not being said that the unspoken words felt like they would suffocate Zuma. 
Finley took a step backward as he gave a half wave. “Tell Jack what you always tell him about me, that I’m a jerk who can’t be helped.” 
“I’d planned on it,” she said as he moved farther away. She turned and forced herself in the opposite direction. 
“Zuma?” he called back at her.
She stopped. “Yeah?”
For the second time that night he used his super speed to race up right next to her. It made her hold her breath. Finley leaned down low, his breath making a presence on her cheeks. “When I kissed you tonight, I did it for the sole reason that I forgot who I am.” Finley slid back an inch and that was enough to catch the startled look in Zuma’s eyes. This time he’d told the truth. 
“What does that mean?” she said, her hands shaking by her sides. 
“It means that you won’t have to worry about it happening again. That’s not who I am and that’s not why I’m here,” Finley said and then turned so swiftly that the movement was lost on Zuma’s eyes. He strode like a person moving in fast-forward, away. Away from Zuma and her troubled thoughts.  
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
Zuma’s knock was soft on Jack’s door. 
“Come in,” he said in reply. 
She was unsurprised to find him with his head in his hands, hunched over with his elbows on his knees. This was often referred to as the “Jack’s frustrated” stance. It was more his trademark than the globe act. She knew at once that he didn’t want to talk, but they didn’t need to speak in order to communicate. 
Zuma, why did he kiss you? Jack thought in his mind. 
It was just a stunt to add drama to the show, she said to him, sending the message over their telepathic link. It took complete concentration for her to send information this way, but it felt fitting right then.
Jack pulled his head out of his hands. His eyes held a sobering look. 
“Do you believe him?” he said out loud.
“Yes,” she lied. 
“He is a really strange person, isn’t he?” Jack said, and he didn’t sound angry, but rather perplexed, like Finley was a complex riddle he was trying to figure out.  
“A complete mystery to me,” she said. 
“You know, the thing is that I actually like the guy.” 
“You do?” Zuma said, not having expected this. 
“Well, I’m furious at Finley right now, but yeah, I do. There’s something compelling about him, something undefinable,” Jack said, thinking of how Finley had a way about him that should be admired to an extent. “But then I don’t understand his motives and that worries me.”
Jack was a person who wanted to see the best in people. He believed people were inherently good. And in Finley he saw something he didn’t understand, but it made him feel the stranger was trustworthy somehow. He’d felt it since he first caught Finley on the flying trapeze. The guy had trusted Jack, and when he grabbed his wrist Finley looked back at him with relief like his confidence in Jack had been reaffirmed. It was hard for Jack to understand, but the way acrobats feel about each other is often complex. Few occupations rely on another person so completely.
“I don’t really know what to make of him honestly,” Zuma said, and this was the sincere truth. Like Jack, she kind of wanted to like the guy, but he was hiding so much. She’d actually never felt a stronger draw to a person while her instinct told her to be on guard. And even that wasn’t clear, because her instincts told her to pull the guy closer to her and unravel the mystery. How could one person create such confusion in her, when she was a master at reading people? she wondered.
“Well, I think we need to try to put this whole thing behind us as quickly as possible,” Jack said.
Zuma was surprised by this. She figured Jack would sulk, especially since it was the first time he’d ever been in trouble with Dave. “Really, you do?”
“Yeah,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Because I don’t want to think about it and also because it’s what’s best for you.” 
“How’s that?” Zuma asked, although she didn’t disagree. 
“Zuma, your performance wasn’t just your best one ever, it was the best act I’ve ever seen, period. You were more than stunning. I don’t want anything to detract from your ability to do that over and over again.”
Jack never ceased to surprise her with his affection for her, his unconditional love. “Thank you, Jack,” she said, mesmerized by his thoughtfulness. 
They were quiet for a long moment before Jack said, “I’m sorry I punched him.”
“Because Dave saw it?” she said.
“Yes, but also because it didn’t make me feel better. The way Finley looked at me afterwards, it was kind of heartbreaking. That guy can make you feel strong emotions with a single look,” Jack said, suppressing a shiver.  
You have no idea, Zuma thought, keeping it to herself. Then she was glad that she hadn’t taken a seat and instead stayed standing in the room. Of all things, she was certain she needed to be alone with her own thoughts for the rest of the night. 
“Don’t worry about this any longer,” she said, her hand on the doorknob. “Things will be better tomorrow. We leave this in Seattle and start fresh when we hit the state border.” 
Jack brought his eyes to meet hers. “Sounds good,” he said. 
Then she was gone, leaving Jack’s trailer hollow from her absence. That was Zuma’s curse; she never left people or places the way she found them. She changed them. And when she was gone, Jack knew something was different about her. Had it been the show, her new role, or the kiss? Something had unlocked a new power in her and she was glowing, way more than usual.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
The after-party was still happening when the crew left early. Tonight the big top would have to be disassembled and packed away for transporting. The Vagabond Circus crew would drive to Portland first thing tomorrow morning and set up the tent in a new location. Tonight they’d do the first half of the work in the physical realm, taking down reinforcement beams and deflating the four-mast tent from top to bottom. Then when fatigue set in, the crew would go to sleeper row and dream travel back to the big top area. In the dream travel realm they’d finish up the work and have it all done in half the time than most circuses. 
Ian watched from the side as the big top shrunk. This was always a poetically sad part of every location to him. The big top deflating symbolized death to him. The end of another round of shows. The last part of the life of this big top. The same big top would be reborn in another city. It would rise into the air, like the phoenix, but it would never be like this tent, with its backdrop and its smells and its winds. 
A tear peeked out at the corner of his eyes as he scanned through the vision he’d gotten from Zuma. He hadn’t told her all of it. He couldn’t. And although he realized he owned the information to stop something tragic from happening, he couldn’t. Bad things had to happen. People had to die. Sometimes he told people enough to change things, but he’d learned how to filter the information. He’d used his instincts to direct him. And he knew that Zuma needed to allow something to happen so that other things would occur. He was navigating a future by telling her part of her fortune, but not the rest. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to intervene, it was that other visions of the future told him that it was time for this brutal reality to take place. And that night Dave and Ian had discussed it and made a decision. The ringmaster had asked him to follow his instinct, allowing the visions to direct his decisions from here on out. 
He’d felt that same instinct eleven years ago and ignored it. He told Molly about the accident she caused. And she didn’t step into the street the next day. And the driver of the car didn’t die; instead, he went home that evening and murdered his wife. Sometimes fortunes need to be told and sometimes they don’t, and sometimes only part of them. And sometimes they need to be told to one person and not another. Ian didn’t feel like a God shelling out this information, intervening in lives and futures. He felt burdened and wished that he would have been born like his Middling father, with only the gift to manage money. His real mother, not his stepmother, had been a Dream Traveler and she’d still be alive if she hadn’t taken her own life because she was like Ian, so burdened by the visions. 
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
The Seattle Times
“The Vagabond Circus has changed, and for the better. This reporter didn’t think it could improve but it was like real fairy dust was sprinkled on every part of the circus. I left the show with a firm thought in my head: I’ll never see anything more spectacular than what I witnessed in these two hours. I’m not sure how, but last night’s show changed me. I feel like I’ve had an out-of-body experience, a soulful experience. I type this article at two in the morning. I can’t sleep. I’m too inspired. I’m too touched by the images I was gifted with tonight. It feels like I have new eyes. My life feels brand new. And I’m afraid to go to sleep right now, afraid I’ll miss something magical. I’ve been transported by this show and I’m frightened of touching back down in my old life." 
 
Seattle Post
“The star of the show, a beautiful acrobat, must be a hunter because she captured my attention. And she’s definitely a thief because she stole my heart. The Vagabond Circus, without a doubt, delivers the most fantastic show in the universe.”
 



Chapter Fifty
When the Vagabond Circus stirred from their dream travels the next morning the big top was completely down and loaded into trucks. An urgent knock sounded at Dave’s door before the sun had even broken through the fog. Usually he liked his mornings quiet, reserved for meditation. Everyone knew that. He still would never allow a knock at his door to go unanswered. He was always available to Vagabond Circus. He pulled on his white gloves and opened the door to find Titus, who looked to be vibrating with excitement. 
“All the shows in Portland are sold out!” he shouted at once. 
Dave paused, tilted his head to the side. And then as Titus’s statement sunk in he slowly released a billowing laugh. It grew in intensity second by second until it became contagious and Titus joined in laughing too. 
“That’s great!” Dave finally said, almost hopping down the stairs as he joined Titus on the grass. 
Titus, who rarely smiled, looked like he might permanently have a grin on his face. At least as long as they were in Portland. “‘Great’ doesn’t even begin to describe it,” he said, his voice trembling with excitement. “Dave, with the profits we have on tickets alone we’ll be able to pull ourselves out of debt. By the time we reach California we are going to be running a billion-dollar venture. Venues are already asking that we add shows, which will undoubtedly sell out too.” 
At this, the smile on Dave’s face faltered. “Well, you tell them we’re honored, but no.” 
Titus’s face fell too. “What?! No. I told them yes.” 
“Call them back. The answer is no,” Dave said, finality in his tone.  
“But, Dave, don’t you see this is what we need to do to pull ourselves out of debt? And also this is key to how we’re going to make serious profits for once. We have to add more shows,” Titus said. His long forehead was creased and resembled open blinds in a window.
“I don’t want to make serious profits, Titus. I want to put on an extraordinary show and provide a happy environment for my circus family. Both of those goals are compromised if we add shows.” 
“Dave, I think your judgment is clouded by your good intentions,” Titus said, careful to keep his voice down, although he was growing furious.  
“There’s no such thing,” Dave said, a pure conviction in his voice. “My employees serve me with faith that I’ll make the best decisions for them. And that means I won’t put too much stress on everyone. They will perform no more than what is scheduled.”
“But Dave—”
The ringmaster held up a white glove. “My circus. My decision,” he said, and turned back to his trailer, leaving Titus tight-lipped and angry.
 



Chapter Fifty-One
Dave’s RV was the first to pull out, followed by the long caravan of Vagabond Circus. He always led the circus to the new locations. Portland was one of his favorites so it made sense that it was the place where they had their first sold-out shows. Vagabond Circus always had a full house because of its reputation, but it had never had a slew of sold-out shows. This was undoubtedly due to Finley being added to the acts. He was the missing ingredient. Dave had been searching for twenty long years and now he finally had it. The perfect circus. Vagabond Circus was complete. He knew one day he’d create a flawless show. He knew that one day all the talent would come together, complementing one another as only Dream Traveler gifts can do for one another. Dave smiled at the road, clear ahead of him. Then he fondly looked at the rearview mirror. The long caravan of trailers followed him. He’d finally done it. He could die now, a happy man. And he was prepared to do just that, if it brought about a better future for all. 
 



Part II
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
Finley kept his promise. At the end of the next three shows in Portland he didn’t kiss Zuma. His gaze always locked on her brown eyes, his body attuned to the frequency of hers, like he read her from the inside out. And Zuma didn’t rip her eyes from his until he pulled her out of the dip, to a standing position. 
Still, without the kiss at the end of the show, the audience erupted with applause to be heard blocks away. The reviews flowed in about the new show, and the upcoming performances in Beaverton, Salem, Eugene, and Medford all sold out while the Vagabond Circus was still in Portland. 
Dave had never been happier, but Titus was still holding a grudge over their last argument. The creative director wasn’t the only one walking about with tense shoulders and a pinched face. It could have been their new success but everyone’s emotions were heightened at Vagabond Circus. Padmal was moodier, Fanny’s kids more restless, and Sunshine extra glum. 
Most would have thought that Sunshine would find a way to be happy. She’d received her first standing ovation in Portland. The weird people of the city really appreciated her fire act, which usually left the audience breathless with fear. 
“Let’s figure out what you did differently during that show and try and replicate it,” Dave said to her during rehearsal one afternoon. 
She’d only gotten that one standing ovation and then none again for the last two shows. Dave was encouraging her to tweak her act for tonight’s performance. 
“I don’t need the extra attention,” she said, a fiery look in her eyes. 
“Oh, did the applause bring the forbidden emotion of happiness to your black heart?” Jasmine said from the sidelines underneath the big top. 
Sunshine zipped her gaze in the direction of where the four acrobats were stretching. She then shot a beam of fire from her hand and it landed in the dirt just beside where Jasmine sat. 
“What the hell?” the girl said, rolling to the side, although the fire disappeared into the dirt almost at once. “What’s your problem, Sunshine? It was just a joke.” 
“I don’t like your jokes,” the pyrokinetic said. Sunshine felt the emotions in Dave building and then on cue they erupted. 
“What has gotten into everyone?” he said, his voice bordering on yelling. He stared at Sunshine with a confused expression. Then he turned and shot the same look at Jasmine. “Rule number one,” he said with such severity. “Never, ever forget rule number one.” 
Both girls nodded in unison. 
Zuma widened her eyes at Jack, and then at Finley, both of whom had curious expressions. Jack and Finley hadn’t said a word about what happened after that first show and both seemed to have moved past it easily. Actually Zuma noticed that Finley and Jack got along without incident. She thought it was good for Jack to have a male acrobat on the team. 
“I can’t do it any faster,” Padmal said on the other side of the tent, gaining the acrobats’ attention. She was practicing with Oliver, who looked taken aback by her sudden flare of anger. 
“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I just meant—”
“I know what you meant and you’re pushing me and I’m tired of it. You’re doing what Dave is doing to Sunshine right now and I won’t put up with it.” Padmal had no idea that everyone had stopped to watch the fit she was throwing. She was too consumed by the fury she’d harbored for too long. It shot out like Sunshine’s fire flew out of her. “I don’t want to be in your act anymore!” she yelled at Oliver, who looked instantly heartbroken. 
“But Padmal, I need you,” he said. 
“No, you don’t,” she said through gritted teeth. 
“Hey, my lovelies,” Dave said, striding over, “what seems to be the issue over here?” 
Padmal turned to Dave, her brown eyes seeming to try to curse him. “Everything is the issue,” she said. 
“Well, let’s talk about it,” Dave said in an encouraging voice. 
Oliver looked from Padmal to Dave, his face a mixture of anger and embarrassment. “I think, Dave,” he said in a restrained voice, “that Padmal and I can sort this out on our own.” 
Dave again gave that look of confusion. He was sincerely baffled by his performers. They had never acted with such diabolical emotions and it was bringing back a waking nightmare. Things needed to be scaled back a notch. He had to decelerate whatever was causing this tension. He cast his eyes to Finley. He wasn’t sure why he thought he had something to do with it. It was just strange timing, he told himself. But he wasn’t sure he believed that. There was something askew at the Vagabond Circus and he felt blinded to it. He knew because of Ian that dark days were ahead for the circus, but not yet. He still had time. Time to offer his support.
“Can I have everyone’s attention,” he said to the tent of performers. Everyone paused and turned their attention to the ringmaster. “We are all going to take a mandatory five-minute break. No working. No talking about work. Just put your mind at ease. It starts now.”
Around the tent various performers laid down props or abandoned their practice areas, trailing off to the refreshment table. 
Dave strolled over to the mat where the acrobats were still lounging. They hadn’t needed a break since they rarely practiced between shows at Dave’s order. Their acts were perfect and he didn’t want Finley and Zuma overexerting themselves. 
“What’s everyone’s problem?” Zuma said to him when he stopped by their area. He had set up his workstation beside them. 
Dave grabbed his notebook with a heavy sigh. “I haven’t gotten a clue,” he said, studying Finley, who was the only one of the acrobats who didn’t have his eyes on Dave. He looked distracted by something in the crowd behind Dave. The ringmaster turned, but only found an assortment of performers chatting. 
“Well, I apologize for my joke,” Jasmine said, grabbing the water bottle beside her and unscrewing the lid. 
Dave noticed that the side of the bottle had “DR” written on it in black marker. His initials. His bottle of water. He was about to say something but Jasmine already had it pressed to her lips. I’ll just get a new drink, he thought. He didn’t want to embarrass her. 
“You know, who you really need to apologize to is Sunny,” he said. 
Jasmine nodded. “I will,” she said, scooting to her feet before trotting toward the pyrokinetic who was still sulking on the other side of the tent.
Dave watched, with curious eyes, the brief interaction between the two girls. It appeared to him that they were at least making a show of looking amenable to each other. Things will settle down, he told himself, once the excitement of the success wears off. That’s all it was.
Jasmine strode back through the crowd, something in her hands. 
“Minnie, you are a sweetheart,” Dave said to her when she was close. “Always trying, aren’t you?”
“I admit that I’m pretty fabulous,” she said with a sideways smile. “And I’m helpful too. I intercepted a message from Titus. That older kid was looking for you so he could hand it off.” Jasmine then handed a crisp, folded piece of paper to Dave, who took it with a raised eyebrow. It wasn’t like Titus to send him notes. They both preferred to talk in person.  
Finley stood suddenly, each of his movements a blur. No one really caught the look of fear that surfaced in his eyes before he sprinted through the tent. He had raced in the direction of Oliver and Padmal, who still looked to be arguing, although quietly. And only Zuma saw this, as everyone else was studying Dave’s confused face. Zuma knew a myriad of stressful thoughts were pouring through the ringmaster’s head, but she couldn’t help but keep her attention on Finley as he darted around the crowd, trying to find his way through the tent. Her attention was always inadvertently on Finley. His on her as well, most of the time. But now he was searching and then he was gone from her sight. Disappeared. 
Dave brought his gaze back to Jasmine. “Thank you,” he said absentmindedly in Jasmine’s direction as he broke the seal on the paper. He opened it with a tight look and then scanned the contents, his face growing heavy with concern. 
Zuma stood at once, reading the look in his eyes and the thoughts in his mind. 
“What is it?” Jack said, standing too. 
Dave shook his head with disbelief, dropped his hand to his leg, the letter with it. “It’s Titus’s letter of resignation.” 
“What? That’s impossible,” Jack said, reaching for the letter, but he never got to it because in that moment Jasmine swayed, unsteady on her feet, and then fell to the mat, completely passed out. 
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
“Jaz!” Zuma yelled, dropping to her knees beside her friend. Her fingertips went straight to Jasmine’s pulse on her wrist. 
“What’s happened to her?” Jack said behind Zuma. 
Dave leaned down, dropping the resignation letter on the ground, forgetting it at once. “Is she…?” he asked to Zuma, who had her ear down by Jasmine’s lips. 
“She’s breathing, but it’s faint,” Zuma said and then she brought her shocked eyes up to find Finley returning, looking defeated. His gaze flashed to Jasmine and then to Zuma’s face. 
“Go get Fanny,” she yelled to him. “As fast as you can.”
He nodded, a startled expression blanketing his face, and then disappeared in a blur of movement. 
There was nothing for Jack, Zuma, and Dave to do except sit next to Jasmine. They’d need to wait for Fanny to examine her. She had a medical degree and also the skill of healing. Performers were now turning their attention on the scene, but stayed back, sensing the seriousness of it. 
Dave thought the wait would make him pass out as well, and then his eyes drifted to the water bottle lying on its side next to Jasmine. The initials on it burned like a branding on his heart: DR.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
Zuma paced outside Jasmine’s trailer. Dave and Jack stood under a nearby tree sheltering themselves from the unrelenting July heat. Finley took turns watching Zuma and then Dave. He had left to fetch Fanny and returned faster than what for most would be humanly possible. He was a blur until he stopped beside Zuma. She hadn’t left Jasmine’s side until Fanny arrived and ordered the girl to be transported to her trailer. Finley and Jack had been elected for the job and to everyone’s astonishment Finley was hesitant to perform the duty. Finally Jack picked up the girl and tossed her over his shoulder. She hung limp in his arms. Zuma shot a confused look at Finley as they followed to Jasmine’s trailer. 
“I can explain,” he mouthed. 
“Are you going to?” she asked at his side. 
“Not right now,” he deflected and hoped that she’d forget the whole thing and not bring it back up. He could explain but he really didn’t want to. There was so much Finley could explain, like why Jasmine was passed out in the first place. However, he didn’t dare. He was too far into this now. There was no going back. No changing plans. His eyes flicked up to Jasmine’s lifeless form. If she woke up she’d live. If she didn’t then she’d stay locked away in a coma forever or die immediately. Finley was certain there was nothing Fanny could do and so there was no point in telling anyone what he knew.
As he sat on the doorstep of Jasmine’s trailer, the newbie’s eyes studied Dave under the nearby tree. It was obvious why the ringmaster was stressed right now. One of his performers was sick. But Finley saw the nervous stress under that. Dave wasn’t just worried, he was on edge. And Finley had studied the ringmaster while they waited in the big top for Fanny to arrive. The ringmaster’s eyes swiveled from Jasmine’s lifeless body to the water bottle a few feet away. The one with his initials on it and also Jasmine’s lip gloss around the mouth of the bottle. The ringmaster may have been wrong in his suspicions, but he was suspicious now. He’d be more careful. He’d be vigilant. Finley wasn’t certain if that was going to work in his favor or not. People make mistakes when motivated by fear. 
The newbie’s eyes then swiveled on Zuma. She hadn’t stopped moving since they were told to wait outside for a prognosis. Her concern drained her face of her normal spark. She was still beautiful, but now it was a poetic beauty, like a sad but elegantly written poem.
Finley stood in one fluid movement and reached out for Zuma as she passed. She sensed this and pulled herself away at once. 
“Don’t,” she said, halting. Her frantic eyes covered Finley in a way that broke him a little. 
Why had he reached for her? Did he think he had the right to comfort her? That she’d allow it? He wondered all of this as he watched her watching him. So many unspoken messages transpiring between the pair. 
And yet Zuma’s quick rejection confounded all Finley’s reason. He instinctively knew he could make her feel better. He didn’t know how he knew that but with everything inside him he knew what Zuma needed. And now after staring at her face he knew she knew too and didn’t want it. Zuma wanted to be alone with her pain. 
“I was just going to—”
She closed her eyes and nodded, cutting him off. When she looked back at him she almost appeared apologetic. “Yeah, I know.” She wrapped her arms around herself. Then her gaze shot to the side. She noticed Titus approaching before the rest of them. The man ran in their direction, worry blanketing his face. Dave caught sight of him and strode forward, meeting him. 
“What’s going on?” Titus asked. 
“We don’t know,” Dave said, shaking his head, worrying the rim of his top hat in his gloved hands. He used his hat as a toddler did a luv, kneading it for comfort. “Fanny is examining Jasmine now.”
The taller man hung his head, releasing a breath. “Tonight’s show, we’ll need—”
“Titus,” Dave said, a quiet warning in his voice. He was admonishing Titus for his one-track mind, always circling around the circus. It had been a contention among the two men. Titus focused on the show and Dave focused on the employees. 
“I’m still concerned for Jasmine, but we need to figure out how to replace—”
“Titus, you resigned,” Dave said in a hush, hurt stinging his words. 
The taller man covered the back of his neck with his large hand, keeping his eyes away from Dave’s. “Yeah, bad timing on that, I realize now.” 
“But how at any time can you resign? And the way you did it, just having a kid drop off a note?” Dave shot his friend a look of serious disappointment. 
From fifteen feet away Zuma and Finley couldn’t hear the two men’s exchange. Finley was reading the body language and knew Dave had the upper hand already, making Titus squirm with regret. 
Zuma didn’t have to be able to hear to know exactly what was going on between the two. Jack arrived at her side with a look of curious concern. “What’s the deal?” he asked Zuma. 
“Titus resigned because he’s tired of Dave using the ‘this is my circus’ card and trumping all his decisions,” Zuma said, her eyes hinged on the two men in the distance. 
“It’s just not how I want to work anymore,” Titus said, his voice low so as to not attract attention. “You want me to invest my life in this circus and then you don’t trust my decisions, you don’t even give us the opportunity for discussion. You brought Finley in without talking to me. And then you won’t even consider the idea of adding extra shows. I’m just getting tired of having no say in the circus.” 
“But I was right to bring Finley in midseason,” Dave said, throwing his arm in the newbie’s direction. 
“That’s not the point,” Titus said. “You could have included me in the decision. We could have had a discussion about the extra shows. But instead you just say, ‘It’s my circus and no more discussion.’” 
Dave sucked in a weighty breath, his face softening as he did. “Well, you know this circus can’t lose you so what do you want me to do to make this right?” Dave said and then a beat later he added, “And fair. How can I make our arrangement fair?” 
“You know under the best circumstances I will manage this circus with you for the rest of my life,” Titus said, his words earnest. “I’m married to Vagabond Circus and the magic and healing it brings to its audiences.”
“So,” Dave said, stroking his chin, “the question is, what are the best-case circumstances?” 
“I want to own part of the circus,” Titus said in a rehearsed voice. 
“What?” Dave almost choked on the word. 
Titus shook his hands in front of him. “Now, now, now. This isn’t about money. This is your baby and you gave me this position. I see all that for what it is. But I can’t make the best decisions for Vagabond Circus as long as you own it. Dave, you have to give up some of the control. You think with your heart and I think with my head. We make a great team, but not as long as you keep shutting me out. And you feel the weight of it because you know that if it fails then it’s on you. Let me own Vagabond Circus with you. Give me ten percent or five percent. Just give me something so that I own a piece of it and you can’t make unilateral decisions. Just give me enough so you remember I’m your partner.” Titus paused, his eyes studying Dave in that way Titus did when watching an act, looking for the part that was potentially missing. 
Again and again Dave ran his fingers over the rim of the teal blue top hat. It was as old as the circus, patched in too many places. The ringmaster hung his head low, his eyes on the dirt under his feet, his mind reflecting on the proposition. After a long moment Dave brought his head up and stuck out a gloved hand. “I’ll give you the whole damn circus if you take back your resignation,” he said, a smile peeking out under his brown mustache. “Just keep me on as the ringmaster, would you?” 
Titus coughed out a relieved chuckle. “Oh, Dave, I don’t want the whole circus, you know that.” 
“I do, my friend, but you’re getting forty-nine percent. And maybe one percent of the time you’ll allow me to trump your decisions,” Dave said with that trademark glint in his eyes. This was perfect, Dave thought. Everything was lining up, just as Ian had said. He hadn’t expected the resignation but he had expected to give Titus part of the circus.
Titus now laughed loudly. “That’s a deal,” he said, clapping his hand into the ringmaster’s. 
From the side of Fanny’s trailer a contagious smile lit up Zuma’s face. Jack was watching the two men. But Finley was watching Zuma, knowing that was all he had to do to know how the decision across the way was going. 
“So Titus isn’t leaving?” Finley said. 
Zuma looked at Finley suddenly. “How did you know?”
He traced his finger in the air, making a circle around her face. She swallowed hard and knew he spied the movement. Finley was always watching her. Never hiding it. But right now his eyes on her felt intimate, more so than usual. 
“Yes,” she finally said. “Titus is staying and Dave has given him partial ownership of the circus.” 
“Well, that’s going to change everything,” Finley said with a weighty sigh, like he was the one who had to draw up the paperwork or something.  
“I don’t see how it will change anything much,” Jack argued. 
Finley focused his eyes back on the two men, shaking hands and laughing. It didn’t change anything for most at Vagabond Circus, but it meant Finley things had just gotten more complicated. 
The creak of the trailer door opening ripped everyone’s attention in Fanny’s direction. She stood in the entryway, the curls on her head frizzy, no doubt from rushing about and caring for Jasmine for the last hour. 
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
Fanny hadn’t even taken her first step out of the trailer when Zuma’s shoulders dropped with relief. “Oh, thank God, Jaz is okay,” she said.  
Fanny gave her a tired smile. “Shall I give the news or would you rather pull all the information out of my brain and inform the group?” Fanny said, no menace in her voice. 
“Sorry,” Zuma said at once. “My concern made me anxious to get information. I don’t usually get in your head, Fanny.” 
“I believe you, dear,” she said and then turned her attention to Dave and Titus, who hurried over. “The good news is that Jasmine will be all right and after a day or two of rest I think she’ll be fine,” the woman said, taking turns alternating her clinical, yet warm stare between the two men. 
“What’s the bad news?” Titus said, the cynical look he wore so well plastered across his face. 
Fanny gave him a disappointed look. “Life isn’t just good and bad. There’s a whole array of in between, Titus,” she said in the admonishing tone she reserved for only him. “Anyways, the mysterious thing is I don’t know what made her ill. Jasmine is awake now and can’t account for anything that would cause her to become lightheaded and pass out. As far as I can tell her blood pressure dropped and her temperature spiked. Those two symptoms alone don’t tell me much.” 
“Maybe she caught a virus,” Dave said, his gloved fingertips tapping together nervously, his eyes distant with thought. 
“Maybe,” Fanny said, looking unconvinced. “I’ll keep an eye on her for the next few days but I think she’ll be fine. And hopefully whatever it was won’t return.” 
Finley was fairly certain Jasmine wouldn’t be sick again. Her passing out was a mistake. She hadn’t been the target and that mistake wouldn’t be made twice. 
“All right, well thank you, Fanny,” Dave said, his voice tired from the adrenaline. 
“It’s my pleasure. I’m going back to our gal now,” she said and then the large woman heaved herself up the steps to the trailer. 
“And we,” Dave said, sweeping his arm at the three people in front of him, “need to put our heads together and figure out how to reconfigure the acrobat acts in Minnie’s absence.” 

 
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
It took the better part of an hour for the group to figure out how to replace Jasmine in the show. However, when it was done, Dave knew the show would still receive deafening applause. Vagabond Circus was about change. It moved from place to place, and reconfigured based on available performers. The ringmaster loved that about the circus. “Without change, we are dead,” he often said. Titus didn’t handle the improvising so well, but he was motivated by the desire to always produce a stellar show. And now the creative director had more of an investment in the Vagabond Circus. It was his and he wasn’t going to let it fail, not ever. 
The acrobats knew an important part of their act was missing during that night’s show. Dave Raydon knew it. Felt it in his bones when he introduced Vagabond Circus. It was as if each performer’s energy registered in him during a show and he could feel Jasmine’s absence. To Dave a show was an organic being. It was created with real ingredients, by real people. It sometimes evolved and sometimes regressed. It lived and it died. Each show, each day, was alive for a brief period of time, like a human. And then as the audience exited the big top, the beating heart of that show slowed until it was no more. 
Zuma for the first time ever completely skipped the after-show festivities. She had already made plans to relieve Fanny and watch over Jasmine for the night. The noise of happy crew members dancing around the bonfire was just noise to Zuma as it spilled through the cracks of Jasmine’s trailer. She didn’t feel left out of the celebration. There would be other parties. And she’d been to enough. Zuma was like Dave in this way. She was accepting. Fleeting experiences were never really missed by Zuma. And although she wasn’t a girl of faith, she somehow always knew if one thing prevented her from doing something it was because something better was in store for her. She trusted life. 
Zuma nestled herself deeper into Jasmine’s sofa and flipped through the pages of a book. Although she had no intention of reading the book, she liked scanning its pages and stopping randomly to read a sentence. It was like she was stealing lines from the story and creating her own in her head. Jasmine had been sleeping for the last few hours, making Zuma’s job of caring for her easy. 
From the back bedroom there came a stirring of sheets followed by an “Ugh!”
Zuma set the book to the side and checked on her friend, who was taking an incredibly long time to sit up.
“Z?” Jasmine said as she drew closer to her. Again and again the girl blinked, trying to bring Zuma into focus. 
“I’m here, Jaz,” Zuma said from the doorway. “Do you need something?” 
Jasmine wore a pale face, her eyes unfocused, and her brown hair matted to her head in various places. “A new brain would be nice,” Jasmine said, her voice hoarse from sleep. She rubbed at her temples before looking up. “Remember that time that we were rehearsing the trampoline act and I got too close to the platform?” 
It was an act they’d perfected recently where the acrobats bounced back and forth from a trampoline to a series of high platforms that resembled a luscious woods. In the act they appeared to be creatures of the forest, hopping and flipping from tree to tree, and running up the sides of massive trunks before flying back to the mossy forest floor. 
“Yeah, you smashed your head into the sharp corner of one of the trees. I think you took some paint off it with that hard head of yours,” Zuma said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “The poor crew had to do a bunch of repairs on the set before the next show.”
Jasmine almost smiled but stopped herself. “Don’t make me laugh, it hurts.”
“Jaz, you know I can’t make that promise,” Zuma said, smiling fondly at her friend. “I can’t help that I’m hilarious.”   
“Well, if you’ll stop focusing your concern on some plywood for a second,” Jasmine said, the light in her eyes looking to be restored second by second that she spoke with Zuma, “I was going to say, that’s how my head feels right now.” 
“Do you feel nauseous?” Zuma asked.
At that, Jasmine grabbed her midsection, like the question prompted a sudden stomachache. “Yeah.”  
“Well, I’ll go grab Fanny. She might be able to give you one of her homebrewed remedies. I don’t think she wanted to give you anything earlier, hoping your body would repair itself,” Zuma said, standing. She paused in the doorway and looked back at Jasmine. “Are you all right if I leave you for a few?” Nearly losing Jasmine had almost made Zuma a little sentimental. There were few people she’d really miss if they left or died and Jasmine was one of them. Zuma loved everyone, but to her, most were replaceable. 
“I’m fine and go ahead and get that sappy look off your face. It doesn’t suit you at all,” Jasmine said, her normal spunk back. 
Zuma mock scowled at her friend. “Fine, I’ll go get Fanny for you so you can feel better. But first, I might stop off at the after-party for a few hours on my way,” she said, heading for the door. Then she called over her shoulder, “You’ll just have to wait to find out what I do.” 
Zuma rushed by the after-party, not even throwing it a casual glance. She had thought that she’d find Fanny in her trailer, but she wasn’t there. When she was just about to double back to the after-party, thinking the caretaker was there supervising the kids, Zuma heard two low voices in the recreational area. And although usually she’d have ignored them, they were two voices that were incredibly recognizable to her. Finley’s and Fanny’s. They were speaking in whispers, which Zuma found extremely curious. And even more intriguing was they were sitting at a picnic table both hunched over a book. 
To Zuma’s disappointment, her presence didn’t go unnoticed for long. Fanny turned at once, sensing the girl at her back. 
“Well, Ms. Zuma, you found me,” Fanny said, a smile visible through the moonlit sky. “I am supposing you were looking for me, am I right?”
Finley turned, startled at first and then brought his eyes low to the table. Zuma watched him for a second before responding. “I was. It’s Jaz. She’s awoken and has a headache and nausea. Is there something you can do for her?” 
“Well, I can sure try,” Fanny said, pulling her long thick legs out from between the picnic table and the bench with great effort. She turned back to Finley once she was standing. “I’ll be back in just a few, darling.”
He nodded, his eyes to the side, a strangeness about him. Finley felt Zuma’s scrutinizing glare on him and hadn’t had a chance to recover from her sudden appearance. He admonished himself for not being more on guard, but he’d have to make up for it now. 
Fanny hurried past Zuma, unconcerned that the girl didn’t follow her, but rather stood staring at Finley with curious eyes. 
“What are you doing here with Fanny?” she asked, noticing the small flashlight in Finley’s hand. He twirled it in his fingers before bringing his focus to meet her. 
No longer did Finley look flustered. Across his face was a playful grin. “Would you believe we’re having a secret love affair?”
She laughed and he relished the sound almost as much as the fact that he was the one who caused it in her. “No, I wouldn’t believe that.”
He shrugged indifferently. “Well, then the reason will just have to remain a mystery to you.” 
“Do you think being a guy of mystery makes you more attractive?”
He smiled. “Is that question implying that you find me attractive?”
Zuma ran her eyes over Finley’s spiky dark brown hair, parted on one side and both neat and chaotic. In a better light she’d see the color of his eyes, which couldn’t be categorized as either green or brown. But the moonlight did make the angles of his cheekbones and definition of his mouth quite clear. For Zuma there was nothing unattractive about Finley’s appearance. But she managed to fake a yawn and through it she said, “I meant in general, to other people.”
“So not to you? You’re not attracted to me?” he said. 
Something in Zuma’s stomach rattled, but she ignored it. “I’m your partner,” she said simply. Like that answer sufficed.
“Then to answer your question, no, I don’t put on an act of mystery so that other people will be intrigued by me.” 
“Then why do you?”
The truth was, Finley thought, that if people knew who he was they’d be repulsed. He was only preserving the little bit of ego he had left. Instead of telling her the truth, Finley said, “I’m just a private person.” 
“So I’ve gathered,” she said, stepping forward, eyeing the notebook in front of him. Finley, using his speed, snapped it shut and pulled it close to him. 
“It’s our love letters, mine to Fanny,” he said with a sneaky grin. “I’d prefer you not read them.”
“You know there’s a no dating rule at Vagabond Circus,” Zuma said with smile. 
“Rule number two,” Finley said, nodding. “But I can’t resist Fanny, so we’ve decided to act on our love.” 
“You have a thing for older women, then?” she said, unable to suppress the giggle. 
“Yes, and I’m a rebel who would break the rules for the person I want,” he said, his eyes on her, and because Zuma was so good at hiding emotions, he had no idea that one look torched her insides. 
“Lucky Fanny,” Zuma said, all the humor in her voice gone. 
Finley slid out of the picnic table and approached Zuma, leaving the notebook on the table. “I have a confession,” he said, his voice a hush. 
“I’m listening,” Zuma said, realizing how fast he’d moved and now was only a foot away. 
“I’m not really in love with Fanny.”
“You’re not?” Zuma said with pretend surprise, followed by a smile Finley thought should have been illegal, at least in a place like Vagabond Circus where he couldn’t get closer to it. Feel her smile against his lips. 
“No, I’m not. And I have another confession,” Finley said, fighting past the breathless feeling in his chest. 
“What?” Zuma said and held her own breath. 
“Mr. Finley, are you ready to get back to work?” Fanny’s voice sliced between the two, the woman materializing at their side. Zuma was shocked she hadn’t noticed her approach. How did that happen? She was always aware. Finley had trouble pulling his eyes off Zuma, who looked to be experiencing the same battle. 
He nodded finally. 
“Good,” Fanny said, her voice warm and rich. “Now Ms. Zuma, Ms. Jasmine is doing better. Maybe check on her in an hour?”
“Yes, of course,” Zuma said, not moving, her eyes now on the older woman. 
“And if you wouldn’t mind leaving us, Mr. Finley and I have an important project we’re working on,” Fanny said, her tone firm.
Zuma nodded again and turned at once, not bearing to look at Finley anymore. Those eyes. They could trap her. And his words, what he’d said and what he was about to say. It all created a storm inside her chest. She moved fast, feeling his eyes linger on her back. 
Zuma was in fact correct, Finley was watching her go, unable to tear his gaze from her until she disappeared completely. 
“Lovely girl, that Ms. Zuma,” Fanny said, taking a seat at the picnic table. 
“Yeah,” Finley said absentmindedly. 
“Too bad about the curse though.”
“Wait, what?” Finley said, turning his full attention to Fanny suddenly. She was wearing a look of knowing. “What do you mean?”
“Oh, well, it’s not something most here know.” And she wasn’t baiting him, but rather determining if he needed to know what she knew. 
“I’d like to be one of the few then,” Finley said, taking the seat next to Fanny. 
She studied him in the way only Fanny could do, where she saw a person and knew exactly what was best for them. Then having made a decision she nodded. “Very well. Ms. Zuma is cursed because she was born here at Vagabond Circus.”
“She was?” Finley said in astonishment. “How is that a curse?”
“Well, Vagabond Circus wasn’t always a happy place. Twenty years ago there were bad things that happened here, in the beginning,” Fanny said, her always cheery face sagging a bit. “Zuma’s parents weren’t in the circus. Her being born here was a fluke. Bad timing, for sure. Her mother went into early labor when she and her husband were here visiting Dr. Raydon.” 
“I still don’t understand where this is going,” Finley said. 
Fanny nodded in understanding. “There’s all sorts of powers and gifts for Dream Travelers, Finley,” she said, leaning forward, her voice a ghostly whisper. It was so different from her normal voice that it made Finley fear she’d been possessed. “One man who performed here long ago had the power of intention, but to most they know that gift as witchcraft.”
“Witchcraft?” Finley said, not disbelieving or believing. “Like as in spells and stuff?”
“Yes,” Fanny said flatly. “Exactly. And this man with the right intention could produce long-standing spells and curses. It was a subsidiary power, not the one he used in the acts. Most didn’t know about it. But there were problems and a falling out.” Fanny paused, her eyes troubled as she stared at the tabletop, not really seeing it. “And many things happened, many things that still hold a consequence over the circus to this day. And one of those is that any child born at Vagabond Circus shall forever be cursed.”
      Finley wanted to laugh, wanted to pretend that curses weren’t real and he didn’t believe in them. He arranged his face into a skeptical grin, one that said, “why are you playing with me”. But Fanny simply brought her large blue eyes up to meet Finley’s with a look that chilled him all the way down to his tailbone. The fake laughter caught in his throat at once. “There isn’t really a curse on Vagabond Circus, is there?”
“Do you not think it’s possible for a single man to command people through something mysterious like magic?” And when she looked at him, Finley knew she saw more of him than anyone else. Fanny, he was certain, knew where he came from. But the fact that she wasn’t turning him in was the biggest mystery. 
“Yes,” he said with a deliberate nod. “I know that can happen.”
She gave a nod of approval. So many things were being communicated between them now and so much still left unsaid. 
“What was this curse this man put on the circus?” Finley asked, hardly hearing his own voice over the racing pulse in his head. 
“He cursed that any child born here could never find true happiness,” Fanny said, her words a curse to Finley’s ears. 
He clenched his eyes shut from the assault to his head and heart. Not only did he believe every word Fanny said, but he knew this man she spoke of and knew his curses were unstoppable.  
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
Jasmine only missed one week of shows, but it was enough that the acrobats never wanted to do the act without her. When the Vagabond Circus threw down stakes in Eugene, Oregon, she was feeling strong enough to start practicing again. 
“You’re such a faker,” Zuma said to her as they sat together. “My head still hurts, and my stomach,” she said in a high-pitched squeal, a bad impression of Jasmine. 
Finley looked over from his place sitting and chatting beside Jack on the other side of the tent. He was always entertained by Zuma and always having to hide it. 
“Right, and why would I be faking being sick?” Jasmine asked, sitting on the mat. “You think I liked being laid up in bed all day? Do you want to even guess how much muscle mass I’ve lost?” 
“I can see it on you, Ms. Flabby,” Zuma said, sticking her tongue out. “And I already know you were glued to your laptop, responding to girls from that dating site.” 
Jasmine shot her a guilty look. “Well…that’s kind of true.” 
“Any luck?”
“Nope,” Jasmine said with a defeated sigh. “Being an awesome gay girl is hard. There’s just no one good enough.” 
“Being an awesome straight girl is tough,” Zuma said, leaning across her legs, her body so used to stretching, even while dream traveling. 
“Yeah, right,” Jasmine said, stretching her eyes across the tent at the two other acrobats who were casting their eyes over every now and then. “Real tough for you, Zuma.” 
“Oh, Jaz,” Zuma said in a whisper. “You know it isn’t like that.”
“Then why does Mr. Fire Eyes always stare at you like that?” she said, indicating Finley. 
“I don’t know,” she said in a pleading tone, trying to stop her friend’s questioning. 
“Just saying, if I weren’t gay…” 
“Yeah, I’ve heard you say this before. You’d rip clothes off,” Zuma said. “But you are gay.” 
“Yep, it runs in the family. No getting away from it,” she said flippantly. 
“That’s totally not true. Sexuality isn’t genetic. It’s just coincidence that your dads are gay and so are you,” Zuma said, wanting to laugh at her friend. “And you’ve only got one of their blood so there.” 
“True,” Jasmine said with a smile. Her fathers, Papa T and Papa Joe, had worked hard to find the right birth mother for the girl. They found a Dream Traveler who agreed to be their surrogate and the procedure was done in a lab using Papa T’s sperm. Jasmine was similar to Zuma in that she came from a good home, but her parents both had demanding jobs in a place more sheltering than the circus, and so she had left them for Vagabond Circus when she was sixteen years old. Now she’d feared she’d outgrown her family and the circus. But if that was true then where would she go? 
A scratching noise on the other side of the tent commanded all four of the acrobats’ attention. It was incessant and quite loud. And since it was late and they were all dream traveling the noise especially didn’t make any sense. Finley stood first, wondering what was happening on the back side of the practice tent that would cause such a commotion. He already had a good working knowledge of the things that did and didn’t go on at various times in various places at the circus. And it made no sense to him that someone would have a reason to be over in that area. He soon felt Zuma behind him; her presence was always known to him. With his eyes closed he could sense her nearness to him and then always banished the desires that followed. 
“What is that?” he said in a whisper, over his shoulder.
“If you’d get in the telepathic link with me, then we could have already discussed that topic and a whole lot quieter,” Zuma said. 
Finley turned and looked at her, halting Zuma, along with Jack and Jasmine behind her. “You’ve already had this conversation with Jack and Jasmine?” 
She rolled her eyes and nodded. “Let me in, Finley and you can be in the special club too.” 
“No thanks,” he said and turned around, his attention grabbed by the scratching sound again. Or is it sawing? he wondered.
They had already cleared fifteen feet and now they were at the back end of the practice tent where supplies and extra equipment were kept. Only crew members came back that way, and only some of the time, never during practices. 
“Are you an ax murderer? Is that why you won’t allow me in your head? Are you afraid I’ll find out where the bodies are buried?” Zuma asked Finley in a whisper, but still loud enough for Jasmine and Jack to hear. The two then stopped and laughed loud enough that the sound paused. 
Finley turned and gave them all a punishing look. 
“Go find out what that is,” Jack said through a laugh.
“Okay, but I’m coming back with my ax,” Finley said. “Come on, Zuma, you’re checking this out with me. And if it’s something dangerous, I’m using you as a shield.” He grabbed her wrist and hardly had to pull to get her compliance. 
Jack and Jasmine continued their laughter, strolling back in the direction of the practice tent. 
“I bet, when you’re not off being an ax murderer, you’re a cat burglar,” Zuma said, enjoying teasing Finley more than usual. They hardly gave themselves much one-on-one time to talk and they had limited it to “partner talk” as Zuma called it. But having Jasmine back had changed the dynamics a bit. 
“That’s right, I kill and pillage,” Finley said in a hush, scanning the assortment of equipment in front of them and trying to figure out where exactly the noise was coming from. 
Zuma took the space right next to him. She was too close for his comfort. Finley didn’t enjoy this cozy acrobat relationship she was moving toward. “Oh, so I bet you’re the one responsible for all those items that have gone missing lately, aren’t you?”
She was only joking, but Finley wasn’t in a joking mood suddenly. He twisted around and stared at her with serious eyes. “That isn’t me. I’d never steal anything from anyone at Vagabond Circus,” he said, his whispered words sharp.
Zuma blinked back at him, taken aback by his sudden turn in demeanor. “Okay…” she said, drawing out the word. “It was a joke. Just a joke.” And then she set off in the opposite direction.
More than anything in this world Finley wanted to reach out for Zuma. Explain everything. Hope that it didn’t change anything. In his mind, she’d confess her love in reward for his confession, but he knew he was growing more delusional if that was even a thought in his head. Instead of explaining anything he used his speed to cut her off. She sucked in a startled breath as she always did when he raced in front of her. “I just meant that it really bothers me that someone has been taking from people at Vagabond Circus. I don’t even want to be associated with it in jest,” he said. And what he didn’t say was it burned him up that he knew who was doing it and couldn’t stop them. They were always a step ahead of him.
Zuma stared up at Finley, startled by how much he’d disclosed when he usually never said anything. But then her attention was stolen away by the warmth on her limbs. She dared to look down and realized he had both his hands on her arms, holding her in place so she couldn’t move away from him. And the last thing she wanted to do was move away from him. But she remembered herself, as she was good at doing. 
“Yeah, the thief is a huge mystery. Dave can’t figure out who is doing it or why,” Zuma said, stepping back, away from Finley’s grip. 
He dropped his hands. They felt like anchors suddenly. “Strange for sure,” he said, but Zuma spied the essence of a lie. Finley, she could sense, knew more than he was telling, but maybe that was only because he’d been investigating. She had noticed that he was always watching people, always seeming to be finding covert information. When his attention wasn’t nailed on her then it was taking a break to snoop out the people around Vagabond Circus. 
Finley’s eyes ran over the space between him and Zuma. “I’m sorry,” he finally said, bringing his eyes up to her. “I shouldn’t always use my speed on you and just now I didn’t mean to touch—”
The sound of scratching cut him off. He shut his mouth at once and listened to the sound of what he thought might be metal on dirt. Now that it was close enough, he recognized the sound. It was reminiscent of his childhood. 
Finley brought his finger to his mouth and faced Zuma, who nodded. They both approached the back flap, only used for maintenance. Using his speed, and wanting to scout any danger ahead of Zuma, Finley hurried to the exit. Once there, he peered out and took a giant breath of relief. He’d turned to assure Zuma before she was even five feet away. 
“It’s fine,” he said, pointing out the exit. 
“Well, what’s causing the ruckus?” she asked.
He waved her over. “Just an ambitious ten-year-old boy,” Finley said, pointing to the side. 
Zuma poked her head out and stared in the direction Finley had pointed. Now she realized that at this location in Eugene, this exit backed up right beside where Dave and Titus’s office was set up. Her eyes took a moment to register, but then quite clearly she saw Benjamin clearing dirt out of a hole beside the office tent using a trowel. 
“What is he doing?” she questioned Finley at once, who didn’t look at all worried. 
“He’s trying to ensure he gets the best job when he comes of age,” he said, proudly.
And just then Benjamin took a submarine-type scope he’d built and put it into the hole. He squinted through it, a clever grin on his face. 
“He’s spying on Dave and Titus,” Zuma said, revolted. Her loud voice couldn’t be heard by the boy since he wasn’t dream traveling and was in the physical realm. Dave and Titus, who were discussing various acts, also weren’t dream traveling. Finley knew that Dave didn’t usually dream travel until later in the night, if at all. 
“Don’t worry,” Finley said, placing a hand on Zuma’s shoulder and trying to corral her back. “He just wants to know what they want in the best acts. It’s his dream to be in the circus. And look,” he said, indicating the boy lying on his stomach in the dirt. Benjamin had just set down his scope and was jotting down something on a pad. 
Zuma stepped closer, realizing now that he couldn’t see or hear her. Over Benjamin’s shoulder she read, “What every Vagabond Circus performer needs to know.”
Finley was already at her side again. “And have a listen into the conversation in there.” 
She stopped and listened.
“Oh yes, I agree, Titus,” Dave said, speaking too loudly. “I agree that our best performers study a lot and make good grades. They also floss, they floss all the time, because a winning smile always wows the audience.” 
Zuma’s face lit up and then turned to Finley. “Dave knows. They know,” she said in astonishment. “They’re feeding Benjamin information.” 
Finley was smiling widely back at her, but it wasn’t from the information they’d just discovered, but because of the look on Zuma’s face. Her face with a pure smile on it had too many effects on him, but more than anything it made him happy. Then at the thought, his face fell slack. At least Zuma could have fleeting moments of happiness, it seemed, if nothing else. 
“How did you know?” she asked Finley. “About Benjamin? How did you know he wasn’t up to something nefarious just now?”
Finley turned his gaze to the eager boy, lying on the ground and listening to the conversation on the other side of the tent. “Just look at the kid. He wants to be someone when he grows up,” Finley said and then added, “And he wants to be a part of Vagabond Circus when he grows up. It’s obvious in everything he does.” 
“He must have snuck out of Fanny’s trailer,” Zuma guessed. “But I guess it’s safe to allow him to stay here after hours since he’s up to something good.” 
“I agree,” Finley said. What he didn’t say was that he’d charged Benjamin with the job of keeping an eye on Dave on the nights he had rehearsal with the acrobats. He hadn’t realized the boy would dig a hole and build a scope to do it, but now he realized he enlisted the right kid for the job. 


 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
As Dave had suspected would happen, most of the initial excitement among the circus members had died down after the newness of being the most popular circus in North America had faded. Most relations among the Vagabond Circus employees had gone back to normal. Sunshine wasn’t smarting off to everyone. Fanny’s kids were mostly calm. And the crew all seemed happy, although there was more work, with a full house every night. 
Finley could hardly believe he’d been with the circus for over three months. It felt like no time at all to him and then also, like the longest stretch of his entire life. No doubt the last few months had been demanding for him, but not because of his role in the circus. 
What he was most proud about was that he’d figured out how to create a wall between Zuma and him. It came down sometimes, because she had a knack for finding his loose mortar and pushing at it. But for the most part, he’d been able to keep his distance. There were times where he spied a look in her that dared him to cross new boundaries, but he reminded himself of who he was then, and why he was here. And still he cared for her, wanted to help break the curse, one that Fanny said the girl wasn’t even aware was on her. Finley didn’t have any free time, but he still used any spare second he had to deliberate on Zuma’s curse and how to break it. 
The autumn winds had started to blow at the big top one afternoon when he caught himself staring at her across the space. They’d just set up in southern Oregon and Finley realized how perfect the schedule was. They’d be out of the Pacific Northwest before winter hit. The Vagabond Circus would spend all of the cold months in California where temperatures are mild. The bad news for Finley was that the further south they got, the more he’d have to watch his back. And there were other problems that were plaguing him. Weighing on him. And yet, he never felt like he had the focus he needed to finally resolve all the problems. To free himself of the mission. 
“Why are you staring at me?” Zuma asked from her place on the mat. She had her feet touching in a butterfly stretch. 
He blinked rapidly. “I wasn’t,” he lied and knew his face gave it away immediately. 
However, Zuma let it go. She too seemed comfortable with having the wall up between them. Well, not comfortable, but resigned to it. The acrobat had more spare time than Finley and she used most of it to wonder about him. Always she had something else planned, and always her thoughts flocked to the boy of mystery with eyes like a cheetah’s. Finley wasn’t overtly mean to Zuma anymore, but he also wasn’t nice. And still, no matter what, she could turn her gaze to find him staring at her. She stayed away from him, and him her, spending his time with the freaks: Sunshine, the triplets, and Oliver. But every time she looked at him from her place between Jack and Jasmine, Finley was staring at her. His eyes seemed to always be on her. Always watching and trying to piece and unpiece her together in his mind. And Zuma hated that she liked the way his stare felt on her, like silk against her skin.
“Are you ready to get started?” Finley asked, pushing to a standing position. He meant their final act, which Dave wanted them to practice at least once in each new location before the first show. 
“I guess,” Zuma said. They’d practiced and performed the act so many times that she was sure she could do it under the worst conditions: blind, sick, or heartbroken. Those were what she considered the worst-case scenarios.
She took her place.
“Try not to do that one thing this time,” he said, getting into position. 
“What thing?” she said. 
“The second part of the act, where you rush the sequence.”
“Oh, is that what you think I’m doing?” she said, standing tall, not offended in the least by him. “Because I think you’re too slow and I’m doing it perfectly.”
She was probably right, but Finley found that a slight bit of criticism helped to reinforce the wall between him and Zuma. So he made a point of throwing something critical at her before each practice. “I think you’re mistaking the word ‘perfectly’ for sloppy,” he said in his usual offhanded manner. 
And for whatever reason, something shifted in Zuma. Her face. The stoic expression she always wore, it cracked. Just a bit. And for a second Finley spied an emotion in her he’d only seen once. That first rehearsal where he’d insulted her callousness toward her family, where he’d actually hurt her. That expression of pain flared in her eyes. 
“What?” he said, staring at her, wondering why she wasn’t throwing a volley back at him. 
Zuma actually didn’t know why either. She thought she was hardened enough when it came to Finley, but his criticism just never ceased and she couldn’t understand it. She didn’t know where it came from. And presently, she wasn’t sure why it hurt worse than usual.
“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “And fine, I’ll work on the second half of the act,” she said, sounding defeated. “If it will make you happy,” she then added.
Finley’s eyes shot up to hers. Zuma’s expression was troubled and also blank, like she didn’t know what was going on inside her. 
“Zuma,” Finley said, remorse in his tone. He now felt himself shifting too, the wall crumbling. Finley stopped himself, took a deep breath. “Let’s just practice, okay?”
“Yeah, fine,” Zuma said. 
The two took their places and then started in unison, practicing without music. And then as they neared the end of the act Finley hesitated, like he had forgotten what came next. 
“Are you all right?” Zuma asked. 
His mind had been elsewhere, thinking about her and how she would never be happy. To his horror he realized that he’d just made a mistake because of his distraction. What if that mistake happens during a show, he cursed himself. Zuma was indeed his downfall. Not just with the act, but with everything. More and more, he worried about her, knowing the curse over her was real. Sunshine had said it herself, that the girl had everything and still wasn’t happy. But what the empath didn’t know was that Zuma couldn’t be happy. And the more he studied her, the more Finley saw an empty well, unable to be filled. And the worst part was it appeared Zuma was resigned to it. She couldn’t be happy, but she could have her highs at Vagabond Circus and that was enough for her. 
“I’m fine,” Finley said, trying to compose himself. “I just forgot a part, that’s all.”
Zuma blinked at him in surprise. 
“Let’s keep going,” he said.
The pair started again, but because Finley hadn’t fully collected himself on his next move he paused, holding up her hand. 
“What is it?” Zuma questioned, stepping nearer to him, staring into his eyes.  
He bit his lip and shook off the question. He couldn’t tell her the truth, that more and more he was defeated. Defeated by her and the draw to her he couldn’t erase. Defeated by his mission, which he felt no closer to than when he arrived. Defeated by himself. 
“It’s nothing,” he said, pushing down the emotions. He took her hand again, then grabbed her by the waist and spun her into the air, the next to last move before the end of their act. He caught her as he always did and then lowered her in one move. And as she was accustomed to he dipped her low as she slid her legs out along the length of his, his figure stretched across her. He then hesitated again, not pulling her up to a standing position beside him as he did before they received their applause from the crowd. However, the tent was empty besides them. There would be no applause. It was only practice. Finley, feeling something in him breaking, leaned down lower, his lips only an inch from Zuma’s. She stared back at him, a strange wanting in her eyes. 
“Zuma…” he said in a whisper.
“Yes?” she said, leaning back, her weight in his arms. 
What he wished he could say was that he wanted to be what made her happy. That for some unexplainable reason he thought he knew how. Instead he said, “I haven’t kissed you since that one time.” He was certain that the sentence would cause a reaction in her, a snide remark. A rebellion. Instead, she slid her hands out from around his neck and rested them on his biceps. She was fully in his arms, a strange curiosity on her face.
Zuma blinked back at him. “Do you want to?” she asked. 
He leaned in close, slid his nose across her cheek. “Yes,” he breathed and quickly admonished himself for the statement. But it was already done and Zuma, still in his arms, leaned back and brought one of her legs up and hooked it next to his hip. He grabbed it with one hand and pinned it to him. She was fully suspended in his arms now as he stood in a lunge.
“Then go ahead and do it,” she said, her voice tattered.  
She hadn’t rejected him as he feared. She had just invited him in, given him permission to have the one thing he wanted: her affection. But then Finley reminded himself who he was. How could he allow himself to forget? He wasn’t good enough for her. He had deluded himself. 
Pulling his face even with hers, Finley stared into her eyes, felt her breath against his. And then in an impromptu decision he yanked his arms away, letting her fall on the rug. Zuma would have caught this, but her desire had clouded her combat sense. Her tailbone took the brunt of the impact. She sat in horror and disbelief, staring at Finley as he marched away to the exit. 
“What the hell?!” she fired at him, her words soaked in hurt. “Damn it, Finley! What is your problem?” 
He didn’t answer. Only left her there on the ground staring at his retreating back.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
The firelight in Dave’s office tent danced across Zuma’s face. 
“Are you sure?” Dr. Raydon said to her. 
“I’m sure,” she said. 
“And you’re firm on this?” 
“I am,” she said with confidence. 
He gave her a measured stare. “You know I trust your judgment implicitly.” 
“I’m honored that you do.”
“Very well, then consider it done,” the ringmaster said and then reached for his top hat absentmindedly. It wasn’t on the table beside him as it normally was. It was gone, he remembered. 
“You’re not upset, are you?” she asked.
“Zuma, you know I could never, truly be upset at you,” Dave said, his hand almost still reaching for the top hat, fingers kneading air. 
“Of course you could,” she said with a playful grin. “I’ve just yet to do something that would make you mad. A day will come, you just wait, Dave.”
Dr. Raydon sat back in his chair and folded his hands over his rounded stomach as he did toward twilight hours every day, his time to reflect on the day’s events. “You’ve heard the story of your birth before, from me and your parents,” he stated, no question in his voice. 
The girl nodded, her pink hair looking red in the firelight of the lantern. 
“To this day, you’re the only child to have been born under the big top. You showed up four weeks early,” he said through a tender lump in his throat. He cherished every time he told her this story and tonight it felt fitting to reminisce. “And do you want to know why I think you came early when your other siblings waited dutiful until their due dates?” 
Zuma loved this question-and-answer game she often played with Dave. “Yes, please.” 
“Because you couldn’t wait to be a part of the circus. You felt its energy in the womb. You knew your parents were about to leave it and you decided to make a surprise arrival.”
“My mother says it’s all the extra travel that threw her into early labor,” Zuma said, a ghost of a smile still on her face. 
“Of course she does,” he said, waving his white-gloved hand at her. “Your mother stopped believing in magic long ago. But you, my dear, I knew as soon as I laid eyes on you, right after Fanny had delivered you, that you were born to the circus. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it until the day I die: Zuma Zanders was born to be in Vagabond Circus. You carry its magic in your heart.”
She stared at Dave, not knowing what to say. Dave believed in everyone more than they believed in themselves. He saw in people the part in them they longed to see. But this speech he’d been giving her for all these years still confounded Zuma. Yes, she loved the circus and felt owned by it, but she never understood the bit about “carrying its magic in her heart.” 
“So, don’t you see, my darling, Zuma,” Dave continued, “I could never be mad at you, for you’re the child born to Vagabond Circus. You are, in essence, it’s very magic because right after you were born under the big top this circus really started to take on a life of its own and change the people in the audience. ”
Dave wasn’t lying, Zuma could tell by his micro-expressions. But what she didn’t know was he wasn’t telling the complete truth. She was in fact the magic given to the circus, but in return her happiness was stolen. All curses operate on the scale of equality, so if something is taken then it must go somewhere. Unbeknown to the spell caster, those born at Vagabond Circus, although cursed, are also its greatest servants. Their happiness is transferred in dividends to the big top, coating it in a different kind of magic. However, Dave would never allow another soul to be sacrificed once he learned this knowledge and so he created rules. 
“Okay, well, thanks for understanding on the other matter,” Zuma said and stood. 
“Whatever it is I can do to make you happy,” he said, and silently reproached himself for the statement. But soon Zuma would be happy. He was making the ultimate sacrifice to give her that. 
The girl, however, didn’t notice this small bit of remorse and emotion building in the ringmaster. She simply leaned over and kissed Dave on the cheek. “Bye, now,” she said and turned to leave.  
“Bye, my sweet Zuma,” he said. “I love you so very much.” And he held in the tears until after she left.  
 



Chapter Sixty
The knocking on Zuma’s trailer door was loud and incessant. She opened it in a rush, afraid it was an emergency. Her heart had been racing but its speed quickly slowed when she saw Finley standing on her doorstep. 
“What do you want?” she said, her tone punishing. He pushed past her at super speed and entered straight into her trailer. His hair was a mess of chaos, like his hands hadn’t left it alone all evening. 
“You told Dave that you couldn’t work with me! That you refused!” he said, his voice loud and overpowering in the compact trailer. 
Zuma’s eyes scowled but her mouth smiled. “I did,” she said triumphantly. 
“Well, because Dave will do anything and everything you want he’s split us up!” Finley shouted, his words angry, but his face full of fear. 
“Oh, is that right?” Zuma said, looking at the clock as if bored by the news.
“Don’t play innocent with me, you told him to do it. You demanded that he do it or otherwise you wouldn’t perform,” he said, his eyes haunted by Dave’s words. The ringmaster had thrown his hands up in the air, explaining there was nothing he could do against Zuma’s wishes.
“Maybe I did,” she said, her voice suddenly sounding vexed. 
“And even though losing our act will affect the success of the circus he’s doing it, all for his precious Zuma. And you know as well as I do that it’s the best act, but you don’t care.” 
“That’s the thing, Finley,” she said, the hurt in her voice seeping through suddenly. “I do care, but I refuse to work with someone who disrespects me and Dave recognizes that. He won’t allow me to be abused. That isn’t favoritism, that’s good management.” 
“Abused?” Finley repeated, his eyes lost as he stared out without seeing. “I abused you?” he whispered to himself, his face trapped in self-loathing as the realization dawned. 
“You did. I trusted you and you dropped me.” Zuma looked away, unable to stomach what appeared to be genuine remorse on Finley’s face. She had done what Ian had advised her to do. She’d trusted Finley. Not just trusted, but invited him to kiss her and he dropped her, thereby breaking her heart. She had no idea how something like this could change everything because it felt too personal. All she wanted now was to put as much distance between her and the guy who affected her.
“Zuma, I’m sorry,” Finley said, his voice trembling. “You don’t understand. I had to. I was so close to…”
“To what?” Zuma demanded.
But Finley just shook his head. The longer Zuma stared at him, the more she felt like she was seeing him for the first time. Everything about him reeked of distress. 
Zuma shook off her concern. “And you better be glad Dave’s taken pity on you as a confused soul and hasn’t kicked your ass out of Vagabond Circus.” 
“Yeah,” he said, his eyes still lost, his voice a hush. “He’s reassigned me to work with Jasmine.” 
Zuma smiled, realizing her friend would be ecstatic about the decision. And Finley wouldn’t get away with disrespecting Jasmine. She’d break his arm. “Yes, and I’ll work with Jack.” 
Finley was visibly shaking. It was strange for Zuma to witness this in him. Real fear in Finley. “I don’t want to work with anyone else, Zuma,” he said, his voice sounding so bizarre to her. His eyes looked earnest, marked by solid stress. “You’re my partner. I only want to work with you.” 
She stepped back from him and shook her head. “You have an awful way of showing it.” 
“Yeah, I know,” Finley said and took another step in her direction. She knew he would reach for her in only a couple of seconds. Sensed it in him before he telegraphed the move. She didn’t make to move away but instead allowed him to lock her wrist with his other hand, anchoring her in front of him. “I’m sorry, Zuma. I shouldn’t have dropped you.” He looked straight at her, his eyes unlike she’d ever seen them. She knew now he wore a mask and presently it was off. “I keep trying to make you hate me. I keep pretending that I don’t care about you. Since the moment we met, I’ve been trying to resist the gravitation I have toward you. And it might ruin everything but I’m tired of pushing you away from me. That’s why I dropped you. That’s why I insult you. The way I feel about you scares me.” She watched his face for the normal hint of mischief. For anything to tell her he was playing a trick. There was nothing. 
“That’s why you’re mean to me?” And it made perfect sense to her. Zuma often welcomed the insults, needing reasons to not be swept away by her own desire for Finley. Too often she’d felt that his lingering gaze was ripping her resolve apart. It would take little from Finley to unravel her heart. 
“Yes, that’s why I’ve been cruel to you since the beginning,” he said, pushing one hand through his wild hair. “I don’t know another way. I’m afraid of how I feel about you. It’s unlike anything and it threatens my very survival. Whatever it is about you, it owns me. And I didn’t want to be owned, Zuma, not anymore.”
And in that moment he could no longer look at her. Finley dropped her wrists and his eyes. He shouldn’t have come here, to Vagabond Circus, months ago. To Zuma’s trailer tonight. Shouldn’t have allowed this emotion, but he couldn’t fight it anymore. He was a slave to the way he felt for the girl in front of him. And it was time he stopped avoiding it. If his life was going to be a series of enslavements then he needed to give himself over to Zuma. At least with her he’d be happy and safe. He had been afraid she would distract him and she did. Everything about her distracted him, and he didn’t care anymore. He was failing at his mission and now he’d lost Zuma. Whereas before he was afraid she’d be his downfall, now he didn’t care if he was defeated, not if he lost her. Not having Zuma was his worst-case scenario. Now that he had had her attention, he couldn’t fathom another reality.
Zuma studied him, taking in the details only she could see. Finley hadn’t lied. In every word he spoke there had been more sincerity than she’d ever witnessed from him. But she didn’t have to look at him to know what he said was true. In her own heart, Zuma knew Finley was right. She’d never been drawn to anyone the way she was to him. He stole her focus. He owned her attention just by existing. He did to Zuma what she did to the world. 
They were quiet for less than a minute when Zuma stepped in closer. Her slender hands found Finley’s chest and she stared up at him, begging for his eyes to look at her. She didn’t have to wait long. “Finley,” she said up close to his face. “You’re not alone in the way you feel.”
He blinked back at her in astonishment. “I’m not?” And then he brandished a pirate’s smile. “Tell me more.” 
“Tell me first who you are,” she said. “I know nothing about you. Tell me something. Anything.” 
He sucked in a breath and eyed her hands on his chest. To have her willingly touching him was beyond all hope. Finley brought one hand up and pushed a strand of blonde and pink hair away from her heart-shaped face. “Zuma, I’m the guy who’s incredibly in love with you. That’s all you ever need to know about me.” His hand found her chin and tilted it slightly. She stood up on her tiptoes as his other arm came around her waist and encouraged her forward. Their lips sank down on each other’s and the kiss that followed flowed like a large wave in the ocean, powerful and overwhelming.
Zuma allowed Finley to wrench her into him tighter, and still she recognized they weren’t close enough. Tying her arms around his neck she then parted her lips, allowing a deeper, more passionate kiss. She couldn’t believe she was kissing Finley and yet there had never been anything that felt so exquisitely perfect as being in this moment with him. And he seemed to feel the same way as his mouth sped up with hunger against hers. She was breathless and yet didn’t mind the lightheadedness that followed. Zuma thought that her heart would beat out, that it would lose its rhythm in her chest and fail altogether and yet, the idea didn’t pull her away from Finley. It was her logic that did. Her logical side came rushing in and she realized at once how wrong everything about this was. Dave would never approve and she couldn’t afford to lose his support. Three times she tried to break away from Finley and three times he encouraged her back. Finally she placed her hands on his chest and pushed him back as she stepped away. He stood staring at her with new eyes. An expression she’d never seen on his face. 
“Finley,” she said, between breaths. “We can’t. This isn’t right.” 
He nodded but there was something in his unsatisfied eyes that said he didn’t really agree.
“We have to talk about this. Figure out what to do,” Zuma said, and dared to step forward and grab his hand. She led him to the couch built into the wall. “Sit,” she said, pointing to the cushions. 
He shook his head, looking at her defiantly. And he did sit but then promptly lay out, stretching his long legs across the length of the sofa. Then he waved her forward. “Lay with me. I promise to be good. We can talk.”
She looked at him lying on her couch. He was more than handsome. Finley was raw beauty. There were scars in his eyes and they were beautiful too. Now that she was allowing herself to admit it, everything about him was alluring. Zuma didn’t nod but instead crawled into his arms, laying her head on his chest. She had never lain with anyone in this way and yet it felt natural to curl herself against this guy. 
Finley released a full breath when she was snuggly against him. To feel Zuma like this was more than he ever thought possible. More than dreams. 
She angled her head up and looked at him, a sly smile on her face. “Seriously?” she said. “You’re being serious with all this? You promise?” 
“Yes, Zuma,” he said, running his finger over the curve of her jaw. “This is who I really am.”
Her fingers slid over the fabric of his shirt. It felt real. He felt real. And yet, the moment was too surreal. How had the wall between them, built to the clouds, come crashing down so quickly? “So before…you were just acting?”
“Yes, to keep you at a distance,” he said, picking up her hand and bringing it to his lips, kissing her fingertips with a tenderness she didn’t know he possessed. “And I’m so sorry. So sorry I hurt you. You have to realize I didn’t know what I was doing. I was acting out of fear and self-preservation.” 
“Then tell me why. Tell me where you came from.” 
“Zuma …” he said, sounding defeated. “It’s not important.” 
“It is to me.” And then seeing the look in his eyes she added, “It won’t change anything, but I want to know about you.” 
“But you care about me, right? Without knowing much about me? I’m not misreading that, am I?”  
“Of course,” she said, scooting up in his arms and laying three kisses, each on a different place on his cheek, until she found his lips and kissed them once tenderly. “I’ve been drawn to you since the beginning, and for different reasons than yours I’ve been afraid of how I felt. I can’t risk losing my job here, it would kill me.” 
Finley nodded. “That’s why you and Jack never—”
“Stop. Jack doesn’t even compare…” Zuma trailed off, a hesitant look in her eyes. “And I don’t want to confuse the issue by talking about him.”
The truth was Jack had never been as bold as Finley. Never given her that look of desperate wanting. She would have kissed Jack a hundred times, but he never pushed the boundary like Finley. And what she almost said was nothing compared to the way she felt about Finley.  
“Dave isn’t stupid, Finley,” Zuma said after a long pause, her chin on his chest, her eyes always watching him.
“No, he’s the smartest man I know,” Finley admitted. “But Zuma, I love you. I want this, and we have the most incredibly poetic act in Vagabond Circus, which now that I’m speaking openly, that is no mistake. You and I are strangely connected. Dave must know that. He will understand. He will accept it.” 
“Finley, you don’t understand, if he allows us to be together, then he’ll have to allow everyone and that’s something Dave can’t do.” 
“Well, then we will promise secrecy,” he said, his voice full of a new hope. It tightened Zuma’s heart, made her want this more. “Our act is based on two lovers,” Finley continued. “No one will suspect anything and Dave will see that once I talk to him.” 
“Finley!” Zuma said, her eyes bulging. 
“Shhh,” he said gently, stroking his hand through her hair. “Zuma, I don’t think telling you everything about me is necessary. But I will tell you that I have gone without my entire life. I grew up in a bad place, and hardly ever had anything I needed. Usually I didn’t have food. I was rarely warm. And I definitely never had love. Please give this a chance.” 
And she couldn’t help but stare at the guy before her with a quiet reverence. There was no one like Finley. And no one she’d risk her place in the circus for but him. And how could she not. He had made her a star in the circus and a star in his heart. She leaned down again, relishing his mouth against hers. Love.
This is what love feels like, she thought as her lips pulled away from his and her head snuggled into his chest. Zuma didn’t feel happy as she rested on Finley’s chest, but she felt like she’d looked through a window and knew what happiness looked like. It was pure and unadulterated and just on the other side of a distant ridge through a murky window. And still she was closer to happiness than she’d ever been. She fell asleep listening to his breathing, which was steady and calm.
 



Chapter Sixty-One
For Finley, everything felt too perfect about holding Zuma. People like him didn’t get a chance at true love. His type of people worked until they exhausted themselves. Until they were demoralized. They settled for squalor and cheap thrills. They died alone or forgotten. He was one of those people, and yet, he was holding Zuma to his chest. 
He awoke an hour later, feeling excited for the possibilities again. Finley knew more clearly than ever what he’d say to Dave. It was like a voice was telling him exactly what to say to get what he wanted. It felt like divine intervention. It felt like destiny. 
The last thing he desired to do was to leave Zuma’s arms, which were still wrapped around him, holding him with a silent need. She wanted him. He felt that now, allowed himself to relish in the idea. Finley had felt their connection like one does a diamond and knows it’s real and unbreakable. However, he’d convinced himself again and again that she could never really want him. Not like he wanted her. Needed her. 
Finley was careful to slip out from underneath Zuma without waking her. The smell of lavender in her hair caressed his nose as he gently arranged her on the sofa. He stared down at her, for the first time allowing himself to suck in her beauty with his eyes. She was enchanting when she slept and he couldn’t help but notice that for the first time she had a look of peace about her. Maybe it was because she was sleeping, but Zuma almost appeared happy. And because Finley wanted to return to her arms as soon as possible he pulled his greedy eyes away from her and headed out the trailer door. 
It was still early and Finley expected that the ringmaster would just have returned from his office. Finley knew Dave’s schedule better than anyone since he had been watching him all these months. Protecting him. It had been difficult to keep up with his acts in the circus, his sessions with Fanny, and also his watching over Dave. However, his job involving Dave was his first priority. It was the reason that had brought him to the circus. Everything else was extra. But finding and falling in love with Zuma wasn’t extra. It was a rare gift and now he realized he had never breathed properly. Before being granted Zuma’s affection, he had never been whole. Not until that moment. 
The moon rose out of a pillow of clouds as Finley half skipped to Dave’s trailer. The man should be settling into his recliner right about now. Then he’d pull the pills that Fanny made for him from the side drawer. Finley had watched him do it a hundred times. To say Dave Raydon was a creature of habit was a grand understatement. Three things are forever consistent: the passing of time, the rotation of the Earth, and Dr. Raydon. 
 
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
Zuma awoke like someone had rattled her shoulders. She was alone. Squinting through the darkening trailer, she tried to remember what was out of place. 
Finley. He was gone. 
She had thought that he would stay the night. It was an unspoken agreement, she felt. But she now guessed that he had gone back to his own trailer. However, she’d felt the tingling excitement in his hands on her. That was not the type of reaction someone gives and then retreats to their own space. 
Zuma stood suddenly, now completely lucid, the grogginess of sleep instantly pushed away. She knew where Finley had gone. With the certainty that she knew he was connected to her in a mysterious way, she knew where he was. 
She didn’t even bother to put on her shoes, but rather bounded out the door. Zuma was both exploding with excitement and panic. This was all happening too fast. But no matter what happened she wanted to be there. The girl wanted to be by Finley’s side when he made his case. And she wanted to have a chance to convince Dave that she never meant to break his rules. She wanted to be there for both Dave and Finley. This did involve her. 
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
Finley froze when he rounded the corner. It was ten at night and Dave’s trailer was dark. The light on the side table should be on in the ringmaster’s trailer as it was every night at this time. He scanned the area, his senses switching into hyperdrive. His greatest fear was that the person he had been protecting Dave from was somewhere close by. Finley’s eyes roamed down his bare arms and he instantly wished he’d grabbed his jacket before heading out. He should have, but he’d been too distracted by Zuma. 
Behind him he heard the sound of a twig cracking into two. Finley spun around. He knew better than to race toward the sound. Away from it was the smartest option. For the last few months his presence outside of Dave’s trailer had been effective at deterring the imposter from getting close to the ringmaster and killing him. But Finley hadn’t been here tonight. He’d been with Zuma. He’d let down his guard and now what was the result? He feared the answer. 
“Come out,” Finley said to the quiet night. “Come out already and face me, you coward.” 
A boy’s laughter filled the air. “Cowards don’t face people,” someone said from a distant shadow. “They run and hide, which is what I’ll be doing now that my job is finally done.” 
Finley whipped around and stared at the darkened trailer. “No!” he said, his voice cracking. And he could have used his speed to track down the murderer, but it wouldn’t be wise. This wasn’t a person one went after, but rather stayed away from. And he’d been effective at keeping Dave from this person until now. The sound of running footsteps told Finley that the boy was on the run. Escaping. 
He turned his full attention on the trailer and now he noticed that the door was partially open. With deliberate paces Finley cleared the distance to the trailer. He found a stick along the way and used it to urge the door back the rest of the way. Dave had in fact made it home and probably at his usual time. He had not made it to the lamp to switch it on. There, lying just inside his trailer, was the ringmaster. Dead. 
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
Zuma froze at the sight in front of her. It confused the girl and she wasn’t sure why. Finley was standing just in the doorway of Dave’s trailer. Just standing. Not moving. She wanted to call out to him, but the way he stood was wrong. His shoulders were pinned up high. His back tense. Her combat sense told her one important thing. Finley was extremely stressed. He felt in danger. But why?

 
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
There was two feet of space between the threshold of the trailer and where Dave lay. Finley stood in the doorway searching, trying to figure out what had killed him. There were so many possibilities and it was almost impossible to know for certain. In the end, it would be a guess. Finley moved farther into the trailer, skirting around Dave. He wasn’t even sure what he was still doing in the trailer. There was nothing he could do. And then a grief so raw struck him in the chest and he realized that he was in shock. It was sorrow that kept him there, standing over the dead man’s body. He had failed the ringmaster and now Dave was dead.
He heard the footsteps first. As if stuck in a daze he turned too slowly. Finley moved the opposite way he normally did, like he was locked in quicksand. His eyes blinked a few times, working to bring the person outside Dave’s trailer into view. Her face took several seconds to register for him. And then Finley’s mind and eyes caught up with each other in real time and he realized how utterly doomed he was.
 



Chapter Sixty-Six
Zuma froze two feet from Dave’s trailer door. Her racing heart crashed like a train in a collision at the scene in front of her. She sucked in a breath and choked on it. Finley stood before her, Dave at his feet unmoving. 
“What have you done?” she asked, her eyes shifting between Dave’s body and Finley, standing just as frozen. 
Finley’s eyes widened as he focused on her. “Zuma, don’t touch anything,” he said, his voice panicked. 
“Finley!” she said, gasping for air in a throat that was quickly tightening. Her eyes searched him. “Who are you? How could you?” She backed up a step, almost tripping on her feet. 
“No, Zuma,” Finley said in a rush. “I didn’t do this.” 
She shook her head erratically, her long hair whipping her in the face. Tears not ready, but building in her, like poison in a syringe. 
“It’s not what it looks like. I can explain,” Finley said, taking a step toward her. 
“Stay away from me,” she said and turned to run and knocked straight into Finley, who had teleported to catch her. 
He gripped her arms. Held them in front of his chest. “Zuma, you have to listen to me. I tried to stop this from happening.” 
“Did he tell you no? Is this what you do when you don’t get what you want?”
“God no,” he said and yanked her closer to him, but she used everything in her body to pull away from him. 
“Titus!” Zuma screamed. His trailer sat beside Dave’s. It was always set up adjacent to the ringmaster’s. The creative director’s trailer was a blaze with light from within. And Zuma didn’t have to wait long before Titus tore through his door, scrambling out at the sound of Zuma’s frantic voice. Finley released Zuma at once, afraid of what the scene looked like to a worried Titus. And then behind him Jack poured out of the creative director’s trailer. The two had been discussing changes to next year’s show when or if Jasmine left Vagabond Circus. They’d bolted out of their seats at the sound of Zuma’s screams. 
Finley clasped his hands to the sides of his head. Things could not worsen in this moment. He wanted to run, but he had nowhere to go and a responsibility to these people. 
Titus raced to Zuma and clutched both his hands on her shoulders since the girl was shaking wildly, every part of her trembling.
“What is it, Zuma?” Titus asked. Jack was at his shoulder immediately, eyes protectively on her and also watching Finley. 
“Da-da-Dave,” she said, pointing at the still open trailer door. “H-h-he’s dead.” 
Titus’s eyebrows shot up to meet his receding hairline. “What?! That’s impossible.” His head whipped in the direction of the trailer. The door was still open, but the scene inside was too dark to make out. “No-no-no,” he said in disbelief, but Titus couldn’t understand why Dave’s trailer would be dark at this hour. Why the door would be ajar. He knew the ringmaster better than anyone else and he knew that Dave’s light should have still been on. 
Jack stepped for the open door. 
“Stop,” Finley yelled. His voice drenched with panic. “Don’t go in there! Don’t touch anything!” 
Jack halted and looked at Finley, gauging him. 
And before he could respond Zuma said, “It was Finley. I found him standing over Dave. He killed him.” And now she was crying, tears gushing down her cheeks as she collapsed into Titus’s arms. The first horror she’d ever witnessed played over and over on the inside of her eyelids. She saw Dave’s dead body again and again, and she saw Finley standing over it. 
Finley shook his head erratically. Titus and Jack exchanged a look of apprehension and then the creative director indicated to Dave’s trailer with a nod of his head. “Check it out, Jack, but be careful.” 
Jack approached the trailer, his shoulders pinned back. And it was Zuma who spied the first bit of shock sprint through his body as he tensed at the sight made visible by the waning moonlight. “Oh my god,” Jack said, backing away at once, a crazed look in his eyes when he turned around. “You did this to him?!” he roared at Finley. 
Titus, who was still holding onto Zuma, shot a look of disbelief at Jack. “It’s true? Dave is…” And his voice fell away, like it was sucked up by the night, his eyes emptied like the stars had robbed him of his soul.
Jack nodded, his eyes still on Finley. Menace covering his face. 
“Check his pulse,” Titus demanded.
“Don’t touch him,” Finley said. “It might kill you too.”
The three turned and stared at Finley, horror in their eyes. 
“You did this,” Jack said, spit flying out of his mouth. 
“No,” Finley said, holding up both his hands in the air in surrender. He knew Jack was considering tackling him and trying to tear him apart with his hands. Finley knew that look in Jack’s face. Had seen it on too many faces throughout his life. But Jack couldn’t catch him and they both knew it. That’s why Finley held up his hands, to show he wouldn’t fight or run. The innocent have no reason to fight or run. “It wasn’t me. I found him and I know who murdered him.” 
Zuma pulled out of Titus’s arms. “What? Did you see it happen?” 
Finley ran his hand through his hair. “No, I didn’t see it happen. But I know without a doubt who did this. It’s why I came to Vagabond Circus and took the acrobat job. I came here to protect Dave from this happening.” And Finley lowered his hands as the grief set in, pulling him deep inside himself. “But I failed,” he said in a whisper.  
“What?!” Zuma said, stepping closer to Finley. She needed to be closer to him, to see his face. Zuma needed to see if he was lying. Titus and Jack arrived on either side of her. The three faced Finley with threatening demeanors. 
 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
It was clear they all were in shock and needed to grieve, but such rights aren’t granted as long as an ominous threat continues to hang in the air. And unfortunately for Finley, he was that threat until he proved otherwise. 
“Son, I think you have a lot of explaining to do right now,” Titus said, his face tight. 
Finley nodded. One of the last things he wanted in this life was to divulge the truth. It involved so many secrets he thought he could keep buried. But the very last thing he wanted was for Dave to be murdered and his failure to prevent it brought with it many curses. “Sebastian did this,” he finally said, pointing to the trailer where Dave’s dead body lay. 
“What?” Jack said, an almost laugh in his voice. 
But Zuma knew Finley was telling the truth. “Go on,” she said, no emotion in her voice. 
He slid his eyes over to her, a look of pleading in them. “I didn’t come from the street, like I told Dave. I belong, I mean I belonged, to a group run by a man named Charles Knight.” 
“Ohmygod!” Titus said in one word, his mouth hanging open. 
“Who is that?” Zuma asked, turning to him. 
“He was Dave’s first performer,” Titus said, his voice heavy, almost sounding hoarse suddenly. “And in one year Knight ripped Vagabond Circus to pieces along with Dave’s life.” 
“And you work for this guy?” Zuma said to Finley, everything about her intimidating. 
“Yes, but not anymore, so no,” Finley said.
“But you used to work for him?” Titus said with disgust. 
“You don’t understand. No one has the choice to work or not work for Knight. I was born to work for him,” Finley said. 
Zuma blinked at him in surprise. He wasn’t lying and yet what he said didn’t make sense. 
He closed his eyes, understanding how confusing this must sound, but the truth was a series of complex stories and he wasn’t sure which parts were necessary to tell. He wanted to keep them all to himself, but that privilege was gone now. 
“How can you be born to work for someone like Knight?” Titus asked.
“I was manufactured, in a way,” he said and paused. Real people with real families, like Zuma, wouldn’t understand. She would think he was a freak, and he was, he admitted to himself. 
“Go on,” Zuma said. “How do you manufacture people?”
“Not just any type of people,” Finley corrected. “Specifically Knight manufactures Dream Travelers.”
“Wait, you’re telling me there’s a man who produces Dream Travelers?” Zuma said. “How?” And that was only the first of many questions in her overloaded head.
 “He has surrogates he uses to create his kids. They’re all Dream Travelers and carry that gene. Then he has male Dream Traveler sperm donors. I was, as are all of Knight’s Kids, created to serve him,” Finley said, keeping his eyes on Titus, unable to look at Zuma. 
“So you’re saying that you and Sebastian worked for Knight?” Titus asked, his hand pinned to the back of his neck.
“Yes,” Finley said.
“So you lied to us and have been spying for Knight all this time,” Titus stated, heat building in his tone.
“No, I came here to protect Dave,” Finley said, throwing his hands in his air. “And I realize what this looks like because I’ve lied and failed. But you have to believe me when I say I don’t work for Knight anymore. I work…” he hesitated, “I worked for Dave.”
“I want to know why this Knight guy manufactures kids.” This time it was Jack who spoke, a hint of hostility in his voice. “Is he creating an army or something?” 
Finley’s head was exploding with the truth. He didn’t know where to start and how much to tell. What he told was up to him, and he needed to be careful only to divulge the story in the most relevant way. And still that would involve divulging too much about himself. He slid his eyes over to Zuma, whose gaze was boring into him. Finley cleared his throat and brought his focus on Jack. “Not an army, not like you think. Once we are old enough then we are released to Knight. He breaks us down like they do in the army, but he doesn’t build us back up as a team. He does things to ensure we’re weak, to keep us weak. And keep us separated. He’s the worst kind of person you can imagine. All of his kids, we’re all Dream Travelers, except that we don’t even know we have that skill. I learned it by accident. And when we come to Dream Traveler age and get our special skill he trains us. It the only thing he ever gives back.” Finley stopped, thinking he’d suffocate on his words. 
“Why? Why does he do all this?” Zuma asked. 
Finley took three hyperventilated breaths. “We’re thieves,” he said, making himself look at her. “We are, I was, one of Knight’s Kids.” 
Titus let out a gigantic sigh. “Oh man, I’d heard of them, but I thought it was rumor. And I had no idea it was actually run by Charles Knight,” he said, shaking his head. “I didn’t think they were…” He looked at Finley. “I didn’t think your group was real. But you all are associated with some hefty crimes.”
“It’s not my group.” Finley bit on the words. “I’m not with them and none of the other kids have a choice.”
“Okay, fair enough,” Titus said, nodding. “So you say you came here to protect Dave? Explain that.” 
“Yes,” Finley said. “I learned on accident that I could dream travel, but kept it a secret since I didn’t know how to escape physically. Knight keeps us imprisoned when we aren’t working. And when we are working he has eyes on us. I started dream traveling to spy on him and learned he had a grudge against Dr. Raydon and planned to use Sebastian to murder him. He had been planning this for a while, waiting until the perfect kid was produced with the right skill. Curious, I dream traveled to spy on Vagabond Circus. I started watching Dave and realized he was a good man.”
Finley paused, but couldn’t bring his eyes to meet Zuma’s although he knew this talk about Dave was hurting her. And what he was about to say would make it worse, but it was important to the story. “I learned what you all have known for a long time, that Dave Raydon is…was one of the best men to ever live. He was a true inspiration and I saw that when I observed. I knew I needed to save him. It took some time to plan, but I was able to manage my escape from Knight’s compound, and I’m certain I’m the only one who has ever gotten out, thanks to my gifts. It isn’t a place people break out of. And Knight isn’t a man people can easily rebel against,” Finley said, and the look in his eyes impaled a piece of Zuma’s heart. She found that her hands had clasped her chest, almost as if trying to keep the organ inside of her from falling out. 
Aside from the obvious pain, Zuma didn’t know how she felt in that moment. Finely wasn’t who she thought he was, but she had to remind herself that she never knew who he was. This was just not who she expected. And still she looked at him and saw the affection she had for him that she couldn’t push away, not even in that moment full of pain and confusion. 
“So you have been here all this time knowing Dave was endangered and you didn’t tell him or any of us?” Jack said, his words scorched with heat. 
“I decided the best way to protect Dave was to watch over him and keep Sebastian away from him. I knew what Sebastian was doing and I kept intervening to save Dave. He should have been dead months ago but I shielded him,” Finley said, his confidence growing as he spoke. It was because of him that Dave had lived as long as he did. Then Finley shrunk in on himself. And it was because of his mistake tonight that Dave was dead. 
“But why couldn’t you have just informed us an assassination was being attempted?” Jack asked. 
“I don’t know,” Finley said, momentarily baffled by the question. That idea hadn’t occurred to him. Becoming a part of the circus and protecting Dave had always been the plan. “I knew I could protect Dave and when I could get close enough to Sebastian I’d take him out, but I had to be careful.” 
“You were going to kill a boy?” Jack asked, his voice dripping with revulsion. 
Finley shot him a frustrated look. “He’s not as young as you think. He looks young for his age. Sebastian is fifteen.” 
“What? Does he have his gift?” Titus asked. 
“Oh, yeah. He was faking not having it,” Finley said. “And he’s not an innocent little boy, he’s a murderer who does all Knight’s dirty work.” 
“Well, why didn’t you just take him out?” Jack said, his eyes narrowed at Finley. “You’ve been here for months.” 
“It’s not as easy as you’d think,” Finley said, a frustrated edge in his voice. He’d exhausted himself trying to trap Sebastian, but the boy was smart and knew how to avoid Finley. “Sebastian is dangerous and also Fanny keeps her kids guarded. I couldn’t just stroll into the trailer and take him out, not without creating a lot more problems.” 
“Is that why you kept going to see Fanny?” Zuma asked, her voice sounding strange to her. 
“It was one of the reasons,” Finley said, knowing lies wouldn’t help him. “I was trying to earn her trust, hoping she’d grant me alone time with Sebastian. I knew if I tried to go after him with the other kids around he’d use them as a hostage or shield.” 
“What was the other reason?” Zuma said, studying Finley, watching him for any hint of a lie. “You said that was only one of the reasons you visited Fanny.”
“It doesn’t really matter,” Finley said, not looking at her. “It had nothing to do with this at all.”
“Dave’s dead,” Titus said. “You’re the only one who supposedly has information about his murder. I think at this point, if you don’t want the blame on you then you’re obligated to fill us in on everything. We will need to decide what’s pertinent or not.”
A growl ripped out of Finley’s mouth. I should just run, he thought. Instead he said, “I told you all that Knight keeps his kids weak. He breaks us down and doesn’t give us any way to empower ourselves. Fanny was helping me.” 
“Helping you how?” Zuma asked, all her emotions centered on these words. 
Finley grunted with frustration. He couldn’t lie or run or make this go away so he sucked in a breath and looked Zuma straight in the eyes. “I can’t read.” 
And her heart sank suddenly. It was one of the cruelest punishments she could imagine. How alienated this man made his slaves. And suddenly her eidetic memory pieced it all together. The multiple times Finley avoided reading, faked it when around her. And although she wanted to feel sorry for Finley, the weight of Dave’s murder deadened her to any sympathies. 
“How do we know what you say is true?” Jack asked. 
“It’s true,” Finley said adamantly. “Everything I’ve told you is true and Zuma knows it.” He locked her in his gaze, as only he could do. But too clearly she remembered his hands on her, his whispered words of devotion. And the memory made her feel foolish. 
“But everything about you has been an act, hasn’t it?” Zuma said, looking at him with contempt. “You acted to get your position and to keep it.” Anger flared so sharp and hot in her head she thought she’d charge Finley, knock him to the ground and assault him until he begged for mercy. If anyone could take him down, it would be Zuma. She knew how to fight him. 
“No, Zuma, no,” Finley said, his hands up in front of him, shielding him from her penetrating stare. “What I told you tonight is true. I was not acting in any way tonight. When I told—” 
“Shut up,” she said, backing away from him. “If you would have told us any of this, then Dave wouldn’t be in there dead.” Zuma pointed a shaking hand at the dark trailer, which already felt like it possessed a ghost. “You came here, made Dave think you were homeless, and never told him a boy in his circus was trying to kill him! How can you live with yourself? You allowed this to happen,” she said. 
“Zuma, I didn’t think—”
“Don’t you say my name.” She said like it created an intimacy between them she couldn’t bear.
“This isn’t my fault,” Finley said. 
Titus held up a hand to stop Finley, who looked more flustered than the three had ever seen him. “I’m sorry, son, but you are absolutely responsible for this. Dave took you in and gave you a job, and you owed him this information.” He shook his head in disapproval. “And now we have to figure out what to do,” he said, turning for the trailer, a new weight on his shoulders. Then he took a few steps in the direction of the RV.
“Wait!” Finley said. “If you go in there then you can’t touch anything. Especially don’t touch Dave.”
“Why?” Titus said, almost sounding offended. 
“Because he was poisoned but it could be anywhere. He probably didn’t ingest it, but it’s most likely on a surface that he touched.” 
“Wait. What?” Jack said. 
“Sebastian,” Finley said. “He secretes an oil from his skin and it’s lethal. A drop of the poison is enough to cause cardiac arrest to another person.” 
“That’s his gift?” Titus asked, completely perplexed. 
“Yes, and the poison stays on objects,” Finley said. “That’s how he kills his victims but I’ve been wiping down things where I saw he’d left poison. Also Dave wore gloves, so that prolonged him. But Sebastian obviously found a way to get the poison on Dave.”
“Jaz,” Zuma said in a hush, the realization entering her mind. “Was her illness Sebastian’s doing?”
Finley nodded. “Yes, he delivered the letter from Titus. I’m sure he hoped it would make contact with Dave’s skin at some point, but Jasmine touched it first.”
“But it didn’t kill her,” Zuma said. 
“It obviously wasn’t enough poison,” Finley said. “Paper is a poor carrier of the oil. Fabric is much better, as Sebastian can soak more of the oil into it, ensuring it’s a deadly dose.”
“And when you ran off, after Jaz passed out?” Zuma said, remembering every detail of that memory. 
Finley nodded. “I was trying to stop Sebastian, but he had already disappeared.” 
“And that’s why you wouldn’t help me carry Jaz?” Jack asked. “Because you knew she had poison on her?” 
“Yeah,” Finley said, dropping his eyes with shame. 
“I could have been poisoned too though,” Jack said, repulsed. “And you were just going to allow it?”
“What was I supposed to do? It all happened too fast.”
“You could have told us there was a murderer in our midst,” Jack said, his voice cold. “Told us to be careful.”
“It wouldn’t have done any good at that point. You had to transport Jasmine and I figured she’d be fine since she was still breathing,” Finley said, his eyes earnest on Jack. “And I then knew that Dave realized Jasmine had been poisoned, although he was wrong about the means, so I thought there wasn’t any reason to blow my cover.”
“Dave knew?” Titus said, unconvinced.
“I think he had an inclination,” Finley said. 
“And all those thefts?” Zuma said, her question directed at Finley, but her eyes unwilling to look at him.
“Yes, also Sebastian,” Finley said. “He’s Knight’s perfect kid, a born thief and murderer.”
Titus turned to Jack. “Go to Fanny’s trailer and I want—” 
“Sebastian is gone,” Finley said. “I heard him go.” 
Titus scrutinized Finley. “You realize this doesn’t look good for you, right?”
“Yes,” Finley said, sliding both hands over his head. But Zuma knew he was telling the truth. She could see it in him so plainly and wondered how she hadn’t seen he was hiding something so unforgiving. 
Titus turned back to Jack. “I want you to go still. Confirm this and alert Fanny, but keep this quiet. No announcements until I investigate.” 
Jack nodded before turning away and running off. 
Titus carefully entered the trailer. Zuma, behind him, willed herself forward. She felt like she was floating and might drift into something laced with poison at any point. Finley watched her carefully, ready to bolt forward and protect her if she got too close to a wall or piece of furniture. They stood in the trailer, too close to each other and too close to Dave’s stocky dead body. 
“We can’t see anything,” Zuma said.
“No turning on the lights,” Finley said, wadding up his shirt and wrapping it around his fingers. He was just about to use his swaddled hand to find a light when Titus put his hand on him. 
“No need for that,” he said and he laid his palm out flat and a bright orb of fire lit up in his hand. 
“Whoa, what’s that?” Finley said. 
Titus’s face didn’t shift, but he still looked eerie under the glow in his hand. “It’s my gift. I illuminate.”
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
The scene that came to life in front of Finley, Titus, and Zuma emptied each of them of all words. Dave lay on the ground, face down in his usual jacket and slacks. Finley watched Zuma, who was cradling her arms. 
Titus scratched his head. Finally he said, “What happened here?”
“He was poisoned,” Finley said, feeling irritated. “I told you.” 
“But how? How was he poisoned?”
Finley scanned the figure and the surroundings illuminated by the strange orb in Titus’s hand that glowed like a fluorescent bulb. “Why is he wearing his top hat?” Finley asked. The ringmaster usually had it with him, working his gloved hands across the brim dispelling his nervous tension, but he rarely wore it unless it was during a show.
“Oh, he just got it back,” Titus said, his voice removed, like he was speaking from a script. “He had a rip in it for the longest time, but he was superstitious about getting it repaired. Fanny finally convinced him and did the repair and she had…” Titus’s words stopped abruptly as his face fell slack.
“Fanny had Sebastian deliver it, didn’t she?” Finley said. 
“Yes, he dropped it off at the office this evening,” Titus said with a small shiver. “And Sebastian didn’t say a word, just laid the hat on the table top and smiled.” 
“And Dave wore it home, probably happy to have it back,” Zuma said, her eyes lost. 
“Yes,” Finley said. “Sebastian could have drenched the inside rim of the hat with poison. There’s no way that part of the hat wouldn’t come in contact with Dave’s skin. It would have been the perfect vehicle, since I know Sebastian was running out of ways to get the oils on Dave.” 
Titus shook his head with frustration. “All things if we knew about we could have prevented,” he said, not staring at Finley, although the remark was directed at him entirely. 
Finley now looked back at the last several months and realized he’d made fatal errors. He always thought he could manage the situation. That he could protect Dave. That at some point he could stop Sebastian entirely. But once he set eyes on the big top and Zuma he wanted to have it all. He didn’t want to compromise, although he saw now that coming clean from the beginning would have saved Dave’s life. How had a noble gesture turned so wrong and made him a villain?
His eyes swiveled to Zuma and he realized she was never going to trust him. Not like she did before. 
A quick presence entered the trailer, startling everyone but Zuma. 
Jack stood in the doorway, breathless. His eyes fell to Dave’s body and then flew away at once. “Sebastian’s gone,” he said between inhalations. “We have to go after him.” 
“It’s no use,” Finley said, defeated. “He would have had someone waiting for him. He’ll be down the interstate by now.” 
“Then we have to call the police to investigate this,” Jack said irately. 
“They won’t find anything,” Finley said without inflection. “Sebastian’s poison isn’t traceable. It’s an oil that hardly registers on tests. And it produces something that looks like a heart attack. When they find a man in his fifties like this they’ll call it cardiac arrest and close the books. Believe me, that’s why Knight uses him.” 
“Then we go after him ourselves,” Jack said. 
Finley realized that everyone was looking at him this time, waiting for his response. “I can tell you where he’s going. Where the compound is, but it’s guarded, it’s going to take more than we have to get in there.”
“You’re not a part of ‘we,’” Jack said, tearing across the space and almost stepping on Dave to lean over Finley. “We will simply tell the police that—”
“You’re going to tell them this was foul play when there’s nothing to suggest that it was?” Finley said, a cold laugh in his voice. “Are you then going to say a kid with super powers is responsible and he’s in a warehouse in LA? Yeah, I’m sure they’ll run to help. While you’re at it, tell them you belong to an elite race known as Dream Travelers. I’ll visit you in the mental hospital.”
“The hat though,” Titus said. “What if we have it taken in for evidence?” 
“Well, if the person who investigates the evidence doesn’t die from exposure then they probably won’t find anything of use either,” Finley said, now speaking with such confidence that he had everyone’s attention. “Sebastian is untraceable. His poison is so similar to natural body chemicals that it doesn’t trigger any alarms.”
“Then we tell them we have a lead on Knight’s Kids,” Jack said. “If Titus is right about them being associated with hefty crimes then they’ll want our tip-off.” 
“You think Knight doesn’t know how to dodge suspicion?” Finley said, shaking his head. “He has his act down. The police knock at his door and all they find is a warehouse full of sailboats in various states of disrepair. They meet a cordial man who offers to take them out sailing once he gets one of the boats going again. There isn’t a trace of evidence. Nothing that would cause a judge to issue a search warrant. He doesn’t have his kids out where they can be seen and I don’t even know what he does with the things we steal. We never see them again after our job is done.” 
“So then what do we do?” Zuma asked, cradling her arms in tighter. 
“I don’t know,” Titus said, the orb still lighting up the trailer and their faces. “I need time to search this place and figure this out, but I definitely don’t want the authorities or the circus alerted until I have time to think. I can do some time travel while sleeping tonight and try and learn what was going on, but I’ll have to be careful.”
Dream Travelers can go back in time to witness certain events, but it’s exhausting, difficult, and can lead to a schism in a person’s consciousness. All Titus would have to do is accidentally pick a time when his consciousness was present in that reality and he’d scar himself forever. Past self-interaction was never advisable and illegal in most societies of Dream Travelers. 
“Titus, I can help you,” Zuma said, but her voice sounded defeated as she stared blankly at the dead body before her.
“Thank you, but I think the fewer people involved the better,” he said to the girl. “For now don’t breathe a word about this. We’re just going to close up this trailer and pretend we haven’t found this until I have more time to investigate, all right?” 
Everyone nodded. 
“All right, Finley,” Titus said, sending his eyes in his direction. “I’ll need you to write down where this compound is. I’ve got to figure out how we are going to go after Knight and the location is key to the strategy.” 
Finley ground his teeth together, his eyes cast on a dark corner. “I’d love to, but as you might remember I can’t write. Thanks for reminding the group though,” he said. 
“Right. Sorry,” Titus said at once. “Follow me back to the office and give me the information, would you then?”
“Sure,” Finley said, stepping out of the trailer. He waited until Titus and Jack stalked past him, leading the way to the office. When Zuma moved by him, he stuck out an arm to block her. “You have to know that I thought I was doing right. I’m sorry. Please don’t—”
She pushed his arm down with a brutal force and stepped in closer, putting her nose even with his. “I didn’t love anyone more than I loved the man inside that trailer. He represented everything that was right in my life. And you, whether you meant to or were just too much a coward, ripped that away from me. I won’t ever be able to tell him how much he meant to me and that’s your fault. Since you entered this circus, you’ve cursed it, Finley,” she said, her words spilling out of her in an angry mess.
“Zuma,” he said, reaching for her, knowing she couldn’t mean all this. 
She marched past him immediately. Jack reached out and shoved Finley back. “Lay off her, man. You have to realize you’ve put this on yourself. Don’t make it worse with false apologies.” 
And suddenly all of Finley’s past behaviors at the circus seemed wrong. He thought he’d been strategic, playing things just right. But now he realized that everything he did wasn’t considered normal or serious by these people. He’d been trying to protect himself, and them, by not opening up. And now they didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust who he was showing them now, which was his true self. How had Knight won again? How had Knight swept in and taken everything dear to him yet again? 
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
The group marched to Titus’s office tent. Zuma really thought she’d go in there, but as she neared, she realized that she couldn’t. She needed to get away from all things that reminded her of Dave. As her eyes skirted around the trailers, she realized that was going to be difficult. This grief felt impossible and yet, she hadn’t even begun to deal with it. What she wanted was a break. A reason to get away from this group. She needed to be alone. Jack was in front of her, marching with his shoulders high, and he was beside an also tense Finley. Titus led the group. 
“So what did you steal?” Jack asked Finley, not sounding curious, but rather intimidating. 
Zuma noticed Finley’s head drop. She didn’t know how she could love and hate someone so much, but that’s how she felt for Finley right then. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and tell him he was good enough and also shove him down and kick him in the ribs and tell him he was no one to her. The competing desires ripped at her, tearing her into pieces that could never be sewn back together. 
“Everything,” Finley stated without inflection.
“Elaborate,” Jack said as they walked.
      “Stuff,” Finley said, easily keeping pace. Zuma thought it must have been difficult for him to move with normal-speed humans since he always had the option of super speed, which she felt was more natural for him. “Cars, money, jewels, artwork…you know the stuff people steal. The stuff of value.”
“So you stole whatever that guy told you to?” she heard Jack ask. She wished he’d stop. Leave Finley alone. No, the guy wasn’t perfect and had done something unforgivable, but it was doing irreparable damage to her insides to hear the extent of his past. Maybe that’s why he kept it from me? she thought.
“I did whatever he told me to,” Finley said matter-of-factly, “until I realized I could think in my own head, but that took some time. I’m certain none of the other kids ever got there. I have an advantage on them though.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” Jack said, scoffing at Finley. They were nearly to Dave and Titus’s office. “Of course you can always think in your own head.” 
“Ever heard of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs?” Finley asked. 
“Of course. How have you, without reading?” he asked and didn’t sound like he was trying to insult as much as having a burning curiosity. 
“I’ve spent a lot of time dream traveling, once I realized I had the skill. I’ve learned by listening to others, by attending lectures at Ivy League universities.”
“Uhhh…why didn’t you use that time to learn how to read?” Jack asked.
“Because it was more important to me when I entered Vagabond Circus that I sounded educated, rather than actually being educated,” Finley said. 
“That’s pretty smart,” Jack admitted. “But what’s your point, about Maslow?” 
“Well, when your basic needs aren’t met then you don’t ask questions. You do whatever you’re told to get to that next meal. You do whatever you’re told as long as you aren’t beaten. You may be able to find your own food or fight back, but until you get to that higher level then you don’t know that,” Finley said. 
“So the prisoner remains in chains until they realize there aren’t any chains there in the first place…which doesn’t happen if they’re never given sight?” Jack asked in a hush of poetic disbelief.
“Yeah, I guess,” Finley said, turning his head and startling at the sight of Zuma behind them. He had thought she was farther back or had stopped off. His eyes rested on her for a moment before she sent hers to the ground. 
“You said you had an advantage on the other kids. What was it?” Jack asked. 
“Knight can’t get in my head,” Finley said. 
“Like the way you keep Zuma out?”
Finley tensed at the mention of her name, knowing she was just behind them and listening. “Yes, but he doesn’t read thoughts.”
“What does he do?”
“He gets into kids’ heads and causes them the worst pain, apparently a headache like no other. With the right motivation he can cause an aneurism.”
“What?” Jack said, completely grossed out by the idea. “That’s how he controls the kids?” 
“That’s part of it,” Finley said, his voice calloused. “He isn’t normal, not like most Dream Travelers. He’s different. Stronger.”
“But why doesn’t his power work on you?” Jack asked as they walked, their pace slow in the dark. 
“I don’t know,” Finley said. “I’ve always had a permanent shield built into my head it seems, but Knight doesn’t know it. I pretend his skill works on me. I pretend to be in pain when I know that’s what he’s doing.” 
“You’re good at acting, aren’t you?” Jack said, cold contempt in his voice. 
“Look, man, I did what I had to, to survive. I don’t expect you to understand.”
Jack ran his eyes over Finley’s face, still so unsure what to make of him and all he’d shared. “So the other stuff Knight does to get compliance…did he starve and beat you?” Jack asked, and he wasn’t trying to pry unthoughtfully. He was trying to make sense of the person who strode beside him and had made so many fatal errors in the last few months.
Zuma’s eyelids pressed together with a sudden memory. The three long scars down Finley’s back. He’d remembered how he’d gotten them after all, but he didn’t want to tell her who he was and where he came from. 
Finley threw another look of longing over his shoulder at Zuma, who refused to look back at him. “It doesn’t matter, does it? The point is that I’m here.” And screwed up everything, he thought to himself. 
 



Chapter Seventy
Zuma stopped, her legs unwilling to bring her any closer to the miniature big top. Inside that tent, Vagabond Circus was created. Every single employee had sat in that office across the table from Dave and listened to his speech. 
“I refuse to allow the world to turn into a series of gray emotions,” Dr. Raydon said to Zuma on her first day. She remembered the smell of dirt and hay in the air. The cool breeze wafting through the open tent. And the excited eyes of the ringmaster as he sat before her. He focused his gaze fondly at the top hat on the table before returning it to her. “In my psychiatric practice grown men told me there was nothing to live for. Women with perfect health told me they were lost. Children complained about having too much responsibility. It was then that I realized how defective the population was. And, you know, the cure was so simple to me.”
Dave had then smiled broadly, a knowing look in his eyes. “There’s no reason anyone should ever feel lonely when there’s love everywhere. There’s no excuse for talented people to trudge through life. And if we weigh down our children, the very source that makes the stars blaze in the sky, then we may wake to realize we’ve lost something irretrievable.” He then sucked in a breath and released a fond sigh as he stared out at nothing. “Vagabond Circus has one main goal and that’s to inspire. We want to reach those who have lost the spark in their eyes, and the repercussions to that will be tenfold. If we show these people, these lost souls, that magic exists in us, then they will find it in themselves. If you, my friend, want to remind the world that true magic is in each and every person then I invite your talent in my circus. But this isn’t just an agreement you enter into with me.” His tone suddenly had grown cautious, while still inviting. “You are making this agreement with your fellow humans. You are agreeing to save them from monotony and starched suits and deadlines. You’re agreeing to make them feel something. And part of that agreement is to give them the gift to smile for no reason. To laugh unabashedly. To revert to who they used to be before they forgot how incredible life is.” Then Dave would stick out a gloved hand, offering it to the would-be Vagabond Circus member. “If this sounds like the right place and job for you then no words are necessary, let’s just shake on it.” 
And the ringmaster was strategic in his approach, because most had been so inspired and reenergized by Dave’s speech that a handshake was all they could manage. But now that speech was dead, just as the man who had given it hundreds of times was too. Would his circus die now? The idea made Zuma want to throw herself to the ground. Beat the earth under her feet. Kick until the bruises and gashes she caused on her body from the tantrum stole her attention from her bleeding heart. 
“Zuma,” Jack said, turning and realizing she hadn’t moved. Her eyes were frozen on a single spot, not seeing it. She had made herself momentarily catatonic to keep everything locked inside her. 
Jack retreated back to her, his face kind. “Are you coming?” 
Zuma tried to shake her head but it was useless. “No,” she finally whispered. 
“Okay, do you want me to take you to your trailer?” Jack had a worry in his tone, like he was afraid his voice could break her. 
She was acting fragile. That was unacceptable. Zuma pulled her eyes up and found Finley staring at her like he didn’t recognize her suddenly. Stone. I’m stone, she thought. 
“No,” she said with a deliberate force. She pulled her gaze to Jack standing in front of her. “Help Titus. I’ll see you later.” 
He nodded and then she turned and took calculated steps away. Each stride she took peeled back her determination and the beast inside of her threatened to break loose, bringing tears of unending grief to the surface. Once it was loose then it would never be tamed. She would be its prisoner. 
The trailer door shut behind her and Zuma jerked the last remaining strap off the beast. She always knew she was meant to be broken. The girl crumbled to her knees, her arms gripping her abdomen as the tears tore out of her. Her cries spasmed through her core, bringing a pain unlike any she’d ever experienced. Last year she broke three ribs and this felt worse. How can emotions bring such physical agony to the body? she wondered. Those ribs were healed by Fanny, but there was nothing the older woman could do for Zuma now. She was forever broken. 
 



Chapter Seventy-One 
Jack didn’t knock on the trailer door. He knew Zuma wouldn’t hear him over her tears, her muffled cries. And he’d been able to operate out of adrenaline, but staring at Zuma, curled up in a ball and sobbing, ended his stoic sabbatical. He kneeled to the ground and covered her with his arms, and joined her in her grief. Large sobs raked through his chest as he came to terms with what Zuma had faced ten minutes prior. Dr. Dave Raydon was dead. The founder of Vagabond Circus was never coming back. Their ringmaster had been murdered. People fear the worst and this for Jack was it. Just the realization that Dave was gone made the old anxiety race through the acrobat’s head. He didn’t know who he was without Dave to remind him. 
“You’re a star, my boy,” the ringmaster told him before his first show. “I’ll remind you of that as often as you need, but one day you’ll need to believe it on your own.” 
But Dave couldn’t slap Jack on the shoulder and boom those three words. And Jack hadn’t gotten to the place where he believed it on his own. He always thought he had time. Time for Dave’s words to sink in. But they hadn’t and now without Dave he was “just Jack,” the boy who hadn’t met his family’s standards. He was a loser. 
Zuma shifted to a sitting position, cradling Jack as he cried on her shoulder. They had switched positions, and that was fine by Zuma since for the moment she couldn’t squeeze out another tear. This state was fleeting, though, and soon she’d crumble from the tears that had only momentarily retreated. 
The two acrobats held onto each for a good part of an hour. Finally Jack stood, pulling Zuma up with him. Then he sat her on the sofa, taking great care to ensure she was okay before he fetched them both water from the refrigerator. 
“How can he be gone?” Zuma said, staring blankly at the wall. 
“I don’t know,” Jack said, his voice raw. 
He handed her a bottle of water but she simply shook her head at it. 
“And who would ever want Dave dead?” Jack said, setting the bottle beside her on the table. 
“Dead! He’s dead,” she said and brought her hands up to catch the tears that had returned. “I…can’t…take…this…” she said through hyperventilated breaths. 
“Shhh,” Jack soothed, sitting beside her and wrapping her trembling body with his own. “You are my girl of stone. You can deal with this, but you don’t have to all at once. We will deal with it together.”
She nodded into his shoulder, her sobs having dissipated briefly. “God, Jack, what would I do without you? I’d be an even bigger mess.” 
Jack pulled back, his eyes weighted. “I know. Me too.” Then he reached up and pushed away a strand of hair that was matted to her cheek by tears of glue. “I’m here for you, Zuma. Lean on me and I’ll lean on you. We will need that so we can be strong for the rest of the circus. They will find out soon.” 
Zuma released a strained breath. “Yeah,” she said in a croak. And then realized Jack’s hand was still resting on her chin. She looked at him. Really looked at him and recognized the expression in his eyes. She made to pull away from him just as he leaned into her, like he was going to hug her but then his lips pressed against hers. A raw ache in the kiss. Their pain echoed in the act of affection. He pressed his mouth to hers for only a second and then pulled back. It had been a chaste kiss, but it communicated so much. It made so many things clear for the both of them. 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to…” Jack said. “I’m not thinking.”
“We are both trying to find comfort right now. It’s okay, Jack,” she said, pushing back on the sofa, away from him. 
“I always pictured that…” Jack said and then couldn’t finish his sentence. 
Zuma knew he wanted her to make it easier by her just reading his thoughts, and she needed to. Needed to know they shared the same thought. 
Just lips. Jack’s mouth on hers just felt like lips. No spark. No power. The kiss didn’t stop her heart or speed it up. And the only relief that day came when she read the thoughts sitting on top of Jack’s head. 
“Well, at least we know now,” she said. 
“Was it the same for you?” he asked, sitting back on his heels, away from her. 
She nodded. “Good thing we never screwed up our careers trying to find out before now.” And then the implications of that statement brought their current reality back to the forefront of her mind. None of it mattered anymore. Her career. The rules. Her passing desires. 
Dave was dead. 
“Jack, we cannot allow the circus to fail. If we owe Dave anything then we have to keep it going. No matter what,” she said, standing, realizing she wasn’t crying. The dull ache smothered the tears for now. 
Jack nodded. “I promise, we will keep it going.” 
Zuma didn’t know what he was going to do, but she knew that if there was one person she could stake certainty in, it was Jack Fuller. He would never let Dave down. 
“I have to go now. I feel like I’m about to pass out,” she said, retreating to her bedroom, stumbling on her feet. Jack watched her go, knowing what he had to do. Even if it killed him. He couldn’t let Zuma down. He couldn’t let Vagabond Circus down. He had to do it for Dave. 
 
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
Finley described where the location of Knight’s compound could be found to Titus. He didn’t really know street names, except the ones he’d learned from George Anders when he escaped and was looking for a hiding spot. Still, he knew how to describe the things around the compound. He’d been in and out of there so many times, on so many different jobs. LA was large, but the compound had a few things surrounding it that were distinct. Titus jotted all this down, asking follow-up questions as Finley spoke. It burned him up the way the creative director could form questions and write at the same time. Titus probably didn’t even realize what a gift he had, and that he was just flaunting it in front of Finley’s face. 
He left the miniature big top without being dismissed, needing fresh air. Jack had left it twenty minutes before, saying that he thought someone should check on Zuma. Finley wanted to be that person. Needed to be, but there was no way for him to create that reality for himself, not after how everything happened. 
The people of Vagabond Circus would find out the news of Dave’s death tomorrow. The authorities would be brought in. Titus was only going to allow himself that night to investigate, but Finley already knew what he’d find. Little evidence and no way to identify the murderer, except by the deadly poison he left behind. And that was inefficient to catch Sebastian. He was already back under Knight’s protection. Finley knew this. 
The grounds were almost silent as Finley walked through the trailers, his mind tearing at itself. He stopped, struck by a stream of light. It stood out in the dark trailer area, everyone else’s curtains drawn for the night. And the person in the trailer was like her light, she shone in the dark. She was what always captured his attention. Zuma was the light in Finley’s life and he had ruined everything. He had done the one thing she’d never forgive, failed to stop a man she loved from dying. Finley had almost allowed it, he saw now. He had allowed himself to be distracted by Zuma, and the circus, and by spoiling his needs and desires for the first time ever. Could Zuma ever understand that she had been the reason he didn’t catch Sebastian? Was it incredibly unfair to tell her that once she entered his life he lost sight of everything as he feared he’d do? He wasn’t thinking clearly, that was certain. Anxiety and loss were creating chaos in his head. 
Like he had months ago, he stood watching through the open window as Zuma crossed the space in her trailer. To Finley’s relief she sat on the sofa in full view. Looking at her made him feel almost human again. 
A breeze drifted through the campgrounds smelling of pine and leaves. Medford was just a few miles away. Their first show for its people was tomorrow, but he and Zuma wouldn’t be performing together again. He knew that for certain. She’d never work with him in the big top again. 
Zuma wasn’t laughing as she was the first time he’d spied her through her window. It tortured him in new ways to watch her cry. Painful moans escaped her, seeming to vibrate her chest. He wanted to comfort her, needed to wrap his arms around her. He knew they had a bond unlike any other. He could make her feel better. Finley remembered her lips on his, the way they filled him with a love so pure they erased so many scars inside of him. He knew he could do that for her. There was something they did for each other. To each other. 
Finley bolstered his confidence and took three steps in the direction of Zuma’s trailer and then he froze. Through the window he spied Jack crouch in front of her. He didn’t hesitate before wrapping her in his arms. She reciprocated pulling him closer, burying her head in his shoulder as she cried. Finley couldn’t move. He was frozen, forcing himself to watch the last thing he wanted to see. He’d had Zuma. She was his to hold and he lost her. Made her hate him. 
Fire burned in his chest as the pair held onto each other. Jack finally pulled back, but not enough. He stayed close to Zuma, whose face was red from crying. Jack slipped his hand across her cheek, probably pushing away tears. And then Finley watched his fingers pause on the side of her face. He knew what was coming. Knew watching this was creating new scars, but still he remained focused, spying. And then Jack leaned in and kissed Zuma. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, like the one they’d shared, but it was still a kiss, a slow one, reeking with their pain. And then Zuma pulled away, her hands at her side pushing her back on the couch. Was she pushing away from Jack? Finley couldn’t tell. Maybe he was believing what he needed to. But then she shook her head. Stood suddenly. Disappeared into the back of the trailer. Finley’s focus blurred, his head suddenly spinning with confusion and pain. It didn’t matter what he’d just seen. He knew before witnessing Zuma kiss Jack that he’d lost her forever. 
 



Chapter Seventy-Three
Zuma fell asleep less than a minute after Jack left. She hadn’t meant to abandon him, but she couldn’t grant him company when she desperately needed to be alone. Having not slept since she was in Finley’s arms she fell asleep immediately, her mind falling straight into REM sleep, dreams and nightmares crashing down on her. 
It felt like awakening in a nightmare when Zuma stirred the next morning, her head heavy from crying. In her dreams she’d forgotten her reality, but now it pressed in all around her. Dave was dead.
She showered and pulled on a pair of jeans and a knit top she never wore. She really only wore workout clothes but she wasn’t working out today. She didn’t care if Titus decided not to cancel the shows, they’d go on without her. She couldn’t look in the direction of the big top. Who would replace Dave as ringmaster? It was wrong to replace him, and then to lose Vagabond Circus was also wrong. It was Dave’s legacy and couldn’t just crumble in his absence. Tears again streamed down her recently powdered cheeks. Zuma didn’t want to leave her trailer sobbing but soon she had to get out of there. 
She dug through her drawers, searching for keys she hadn’t used in a long time. Finally she found them at the back of a drawer of art supplies. She hardly used her car, but it was on the lot somewhere. Dave always had it moved with the circus and ready for her if she cared to drive it. She ran her fingers over the Audi emblem on the car fob, her head swimming with the multiple things Dave had done for her. It was overwhelming. He took care of her. He cared for everyone at Vagabond Circus. Who would do that now?
She exited the trailer with her head down. People were starting to stir. Soon they would get the news. Titus would call a meeting or something. Zuma wouldn’t be there. She’d be as far away from the circus as she could get. And since she’d pushed him away last night she decided that she’d invite Jack to join her. She didn’t think he’d want to stay here either. He always wanted to get away from the circus when things got too difficult, and what was more difficult than Dave being murdered? Nothing. 
Zuma hoped that Jack kept his distance though. They were friends and that’s what she needed now. Her life couldn’t grow anymore complicated with choices and frustrations. She knocked on his trailer door and was surprised when it swung open from the small force of her rap. 
“Jack?” she called. 
No answer. The trailer was dark. Empty. She didn’t care for dark, empty trailers anymore. It felt like a curse.
But on the bulletin board over his sofa there was something out of place. Her eyes swiveled to it immediately. Over the pictures of the acrobats performing nationwide was a white piece of paper. On it in large black letters was her name: “ZUMA.”
She crossed the space and ripped the note down. Her eyes moved too quickly across it, taking in the important words: protect, circus, left, revenge. 
A hive of fear started to swarm inside her chest. She took a deep breath and forced her eyes to the top. 
Zuma,
I know that Vagabond Circus will never be the same without Dave. But it is doomed to be half of what it was with his murderer roaming free. I trust Titus with most things, but I don’t think he’ll take the risk to really go after Knight. He’ll take the safe option: keep an eye on him, up security, recruit with more scrutiny. I’m going to protect what Dave created. I’m going to save the circus. I’ve left to exact Dave’s revenge. Please take care of the circus. I’ll be back soon.
Love, 
Jack 
“No,” she said out loud. She didn’t know what he was thinking. He was obviously motivated by his grief. Why had he left her? Why had he left her behind? 
Zuma turned and raced for Titus’s office. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe she could still catch Jack. 
She raced to the mini big top Titus and Dave shared as their office. She choked on tears at the thought of Dave. Could she really enter his sacred office space knowing he’d left it for good? Her thoughts turned to Jack as she pushed the flap back and stepped into the tent.
 



Chapter Seventy-Four
Titus’s head flipped up, startled when Zuma entered. His eyes were rimmed with red and he was hunched over a mess of papers. 
“Oh, Zuma. It’s you,” he said, seeming distracted. He shuffled through a stack of pages filled with numbers. “I don’t know what to do first. Do I tell the circus what’s happened or call the authorities? I’ve been dream traveling all night and Finley’s right, there’s no discernable clues.” He looked up at Zuma, an expression of real fear in his eyes. “What do I do?” he said and she realized how alone he was. Dave always made the plans. Titus carried them out. He was lost to run Vagabond Circus and worse than that, he had lost his best friend and had no time to grieve with the decisions weighing on him. 
“Titus, have you seen Jack?” 
“Well, yes, he came by last night when I wasn’t dream traveling. It was late though.” 
“What did he say?” Zuma said in a panic, rushing forward and planting her hands on his table top. 
Titus squinted at her. “Nothing really. He kept me company for a few minutes and then asked to borrow my car. He said he wanted to go somewhere to clear his head.” 
“Titus, you didn’t give him your car, did you?” 
“Yes, Zuma, of course I did.” 
She planted both of her hands on her head. “He went after Knight!” 
“What? Why would he do that?” Titus said, suddenly standing, causing papers to spill from his lap. 
“He wants revenge.” 
Titus nodded solemnly. “Right. And he didn’t think…”
“You’d do it fast enough,” she said, completing his thought. 
Titus winced from the statement. But then recovered with a look of relief. “But he won’t know where to go. Finley gave me directions to Knight’s warehouse directly. Jack wasn’t here for that part. He won’t know the location.”
“Where are the directions?” Zuma said, sweeping her eyes across the various pieces of paper lining the office, using her eidetic memory to assist her. Worry coated her face at once. “Titus, I don’t think it’s here.”
“Don’t fret,” Titus said, sensing her stress. “I put it right here under the lamp,” he said, and went to lift up the Tiffany lamp on the side of the table. It was where he kept his working notebook; important pieces of paper were tucked into the folder on the inside flap. 
He slipped the notebook out from under the base of the lamp. 
“It’s not going to be in there,” Zuma said, her head beating with adrenaline. 
Titus’s head shook. “What? Of course it is,” he said and then sucked in a sudden breath as he found the folder empty of the last paper he stuck in it. His startled eyes slid up to Zuma’s. 
“He kept you company, you say? Did Jack flip through your play book?” 
“Yes,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “But he often does.” 
“Damn it,” Zuma said. “He’s really gone then. And he’s going to get himself killed.” 
“What are we going to do?” Titus said, gripping his hair in his hands. 
“I’m going after him,” Zuma said, forming a plan in her head. 
“How?” Titus said in sudden worry and disbelief. 
“Someone here still knows the address,” she said, and dreaded the words at the same time. 
Titus nodded with understanding. 
“Call a meeting and then the authorities. Maybe the forensic team will find something that you didn’t,” she said. She knew she probably sounded like Dave, bossing him around, but she didn’t care. 
“I doubt it, Zuma. It looks like he had a heart attack.” 
“Well, then also report Sebastian’s disappearance.” 
Titus nodded. 
Zuma was about to race out of the tent and paused. She reversed her direction and ran up to Titus and he folded her in his arms. His chest rose and fell several times as he battled to keep his tears inside.
Zuma pulled away. “You can do this, Titus. You have to. The show has to go on. I’ll bring Jack back, but you take care of Vagabond Circus, okay?” 
He nodded as she turned and left.
 



Chapter Seventy-Five
The one person Zuma needed right then was the last person she wanted to ask for help. She wasn’t her usual stoic self in the wake of Dave’s death and Jack’s disappearance. Emotion was knocking on her chest, begging to come out. But she had to lock it away. 
Zuma rapped on the trailer door. A few seconds later Finley pulled it back, his eyes regretful and confused. She tried not to allow her gaze to land on his, but immediately she was swept into a hazel green sky of him. She hiccupped on a rogue emotion that burst past her walls. 
“Zuma?” Finley said in disbelief. He stood frozen, everything about him tortured as he studied her. 
“Can I come in?” she said, her voice careful. 
Finley nodded, stepping back. Everything about him had changed in the past twenty-four hours. He was trying, where before he didn’t. He was paying silent penance, whereas before he banished his guilt.
She turned to him when he closed the door. Zuma opened her mouth to ask her question but the way he looked at her, it ripped her fragile heart to pieces. He’d betrayed her and he knew it, and it strangely hurt her to see him with his remorse. 
“Stop looking at me,” she said finally. 
“Where would you like me to look?” he said, his voice raw with emotion. 
“I don’t care. Away.” 
Finley took in a strained breath and moved his gaze to the open window. “Why have you come here?” he said, his voice dead of his normal life. 
“I need you to take me to Knight’s compound,” she said, trying to sound natural, entitled. 
And he disobeyed her wishes at once, jerking his eyes to her. “What? No!” 
It was Zuma’s turn to shift her eyes away. To the blank wall. Finley’s trailer was bare of personal effects and she realized that was because he had nothing. “Fine, then don’t take me, but you have to tell me where it is,” she said. 
“I already told Titus,” Finley argued. 
“And that information has disappeared,” she said at once. 
“Then I’ll give him the information again.” 
“No, give it to me,” Zuma urged. 
Without looking at her it was so hard for Finley to see her true conviction, and yet he still felt it and it hurt him in ways he didn’t understand. “Why?” 
 “Because I’m going to Knight’s compound,” she said. 
And Zuma knew he was moving for her before he did. She didn’t budge, didn’t pull her eyes from the window, although he moved until he was only inches away. From her peripheral she could see the urgent panic in his eyes. “No, Zuma. You can’t do that,” he said, his voice pulsating with fear. 
“Jack took the address and left. He’s going to try and take Knight out himself,” she said, pulling the note from her pocket, and then, remembering Finley couldn’t read it, she tucked it back in her jeans. 
Finley blew out a tight breath. “What is he thinking?! He’s doesn’t stand a chance in Knight’s compound.” 
“He isn’t thinking,” Zuma said. “He’s stricken by grief. Grief that you’re responsible for.” 
Finley reached over with his super speed and grabbed her jaw, but gently pulled it so she was facing him. “Look at me,” he commanded. 
For a long few seconds he waited, but she didn’t bring her stubborn eyes to his, instead kept them angled away. 
He dropped his hand, exasperated. “To hell with this all, Zuma, but I’m not responsible for Dave’s death. I came here to prevent it and I’m sorry I failed, but I’m not to blame.” 
“If you would have told us though…” Zuma said. 
“Don’t you see that I tried to stop this? I watched Dave every night. I stood guard outside his trailer so Sebastian couldn’t touch him in his sleep and kill him, or go into his trailer and put poison out for him. And so many times I broke into Dave’s trailer and wiped it down, endangering my life to keep him safe,” Finley said, almost breathless, but still he pushed out another sentence. “I failed, but don’t you see I tried?” 
“But you don’t see that Sebastian found a way around all that?” Zuma said. “There was no way you could have saved Dave last night. The only way would have been to tell him the truth so he could have gotten rid of Sebastian. If only you’d told him…or me.” 
 “If I told you then you’d know where I was from. You’d look at me like you’re doing now, like I’m an uneducated thief.”
“I’m not looking at you,” she said, her eyes pinned on the carpet. 
He shook his head at this. “I really thought I could stop Sebastian. I made mistakes. I couldn’t stop him,” Finley said and sucked in a breath, trying to loosen the tension in his chest. “But, Zuma, you have to see that I didn’t do this.” 
“But you could have told Dave!” Zuma screamed so loud, everything seeming to pour out of her at once. 
“It wouldn’t mean he wouldn’t be dead,” he said at the fraction of the volume she’d just used.  
And then they were silent, but not long.
“Finley, please help. Tell me where to find Knight.” 
“No,” he said, his voice haunted. 
“Then take me there.” 
“Zuma, you don’t know what you’re asking me to do. I can’t go back there,” he said, pinning his head in his hands. Just then she allowed herself to look at him. She saw him for who he was, a survivor. If she represented the mystery of the circus then he was the power. He was strength, even in his weakest moment. 
“Finley, if I don’t go then Jack won’t return, will he? They’ll kill him, won’t they? He’ll be caught. Am I right?” 
He brought his head up, but kept his eyes off her; the pair were taking turns looking and not looking at each other. “Yes,” he said. “There is no way an outsider can get in and out of there alive. There’s so much security. So many traps.” 
“Then you see why I need you,” Zuma pleaded. 
A cold laugh fell out of his mouth. “Oh, is that why you need me?” 
“Finley,” she said, half begging, half frustrated. 
“I saw you kiss Jack last night,” he said, his voice dead.  
“You what?” she said and turned, putting her back to him. “How dare you? You were spying on me.” 
“I wasn’t spying,” he said in an almost whisper. “I was just passing by. I wish I hadn’t seen it, believe me.” 
“I didn’t kiss Jack, for the record,” she said, her face hot all over suddenly, her ears on fire. 
“That’s not what it looked like,” Finley said, and wasn’t even sure why. Zuma wasn’t his, never would be. It didn’t matter.  
“He kissed me. And…”
“And what?” Finley said, desperate to know what came next in that sentence. 
“The kiss, after all this time of waiting and wondering…it…”
“It what?” Finley thought he was going to explode. Zuma couldn’t speak fast enough for him. He needed to know it all. Good or bad or heartbreaking. He couldn’t not know.
“It…I…I didn’t feel anything,” she admitted out loud for the first time.  
“Are you telling me that so I’ll help you rescue Jack?” 
“God no,” she said so fast he wanted to believe her. “I just want him back safe. That’s all.” 
“Then I’ll go. I’ll get Jack and bring him back,” Finley said, surrendering in that moment.  
“No, I’m not letting you go alone. We would be better as a team.” 
“Zuma, you have no idea about these people,” Finley said. “The things they’d do to you…I can’t allow it.”  
“I get you see me as sheltered but—”
“No!” he barked, making her jump. “I see you as perfect and I don’t want anything to happen to you. Even if you’ll never be mine.” 
“Finley,” she said and turned and looked at him. It did exactly what she feared. It made her feel that she was truly broken. How could she want someone and not allow him into her heart although he was willing? How as humans had they screwed up so much? She stared into his wanting eyes and felt cursed by them. 
“I’ll help you,” he said, sounding defeated. “I’ll take you to Knight’s compound, but you have to listen to me.” 
Zuma stayed silent, sensing there was more. 
And just as the five senses operate naturally she felt the power of her telepathy opening up like Finley was pulling her into his thoughts. 
One day you have to give me another chance, Zuma. You have to forgive me, she heard so plainly in his thoughts. 
She dropped her eyes, unsure what to say. And she’d expected that Finley was just trying to relay one message to her and then he would close the door to his mind again. Bolt it shut. But he didn’t. He invited her in and allowed Zuma to sense his mind, to realize she was everywhere in his thoughts. And after only a few seconds of perusal she knew his mind was like him, so very enchanting to her.
With a great effort she pulled her focus out of Finley’s mind and shook his thoughts away from her. “Please don’t ask that of me, Finley. I won’t lie to you, I can’t ever forgive you for what you’ve done,” Zuma said.
He nodded, seeming to have expected this answer. “Fine, I’ll still take you,” he said.   
And then his mouth closed but she heard his voice in her head again. I was foolish to ever think you’d love me anyway. 
Zuma wanted to reach across the space and tie her arms around Finley. Not because he had scorned her with that exact thought. She did things because she wanted to and not out of persuasion. But Zuma always knew what true love’s kiss would feel like, and she was broken by the fact that she would never be with her true love, because she could never forgive him.
Keep Reading for the Next Installment in the Vagabond Circus Series!
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PARALYZED



Chapter One
Summer had died along with Dr. Dave Raydon. Winds laced with hints of pine and an icy chill swept through Vagabond Circus. Soon the cool nights would turn the leaves on the trees in Medford, Oregon, to dazzling yellows, vibrant reds, and bright oranges. The people of Vagabond Circus would be gone before the change. That was Titus’s plan. He didn’t have many plans now that his circus partner was cold and rigor mortis was setting in, but he knew they’d stick to the schedule. In one week they’d pack up the big top and caravan down to Redding, California. That had been the schedule before Dave died and Titus was holding to it. The show must go on. 
The ringmaster had been dead for twelve long hours and still his body lay on the floor of his trailer; everything was how it had been when he died. Everyone knew that Dave didn’t exit his trailer until nine each morning. It was only after he’d meditated, eaten a breakfast he prepared for himself, and fashioned his gloves that he stepped out of the trailer with a wide smile, greeting the open air and the members of Vagabond Circus. When his round face didn’t pop out of the trailer at its normal hour, Titus knew his time was limited. People would start to wonder. They would come looking for the ringmaster—Titus knew this. Dave’s presence was the sun to Vagabond Circus. His round happy face started each day for most. And his presence marked hope and growth and light. And now he was dead. It was like the sun had burned out for Vagabond Circus. How would its crops grow without their ringmaster to shine on them? 
At ten past the hour people began looking around, wondering if Dave had snuck past them. But Dave wasn’t the sneaking type. He bounded out into open spaces welcoming a new experience and all the magic that a new day brought. When Dave Raydon entered a space, people knew it. Felt it. Things shifted. Usually people’s demeanors shifted too. Even Sunshine, the girl with an affliction to smiling, softened in Dave’s presence. He was a person who brought goodness to everything and everyone. “How may I serve to bring more love?” was the mantra he practiced during his daily meditations. And it’s how he lived his life, and his life was one that did make the world better. 
But Dr. Raydon was dead now. He wouldn’t be springing out of his trailer or greeting the children who were playing in Fanny’s area with open arms. The caregiver hurried over now to Titus, who stood between his own trailer and Dave’s. The creative director’s tentative eyes shifted between the various onlookers, Dave’s door, and the phone in his hand. Titus was paralyzed, unsure which thing to do first: tell the circus or call the authorities. He was the sole person remaining at Vagabond Circus who knew the fate of the ringmaster. And what happened next was his decision. This was his circus now. 
Fanny regarded him for a long moment, her fist on her meaty hips. “Titus, why don’t you relieve some of your obvious stress and tell me what in God’s name is going on? Where is Dave?” she said, motioning to the trailer door, her voice a hush. “And why do you look so troubled?” 
He tucked the phone in his jeans pocket. “Fanny, we need to call an all-circus meeting. Have everyone meet me in the big top in five minutes.”
 



Chapter Two
Finley had no trouble keeping up with Zuma as she raced to the other side of the circus campgrounds. He still stayed a pace behind her, not sure where she was headed. As soon as he agreed to take her to Knight’s compound she turned for the door, hardly giving him a chance to slip on his sneakers and grab his jacket. 
Now, after running for the past few minutes, Zuma stopped suddenly, staring blankly at the rows and rows of trailers and semis that made up sleeper row. 
“Where the hell is it?” she said through tattered breaths. 
Finley stopped by her side. “Where’s what?” he said, looking at her. Zuma’s blonde and pink hair was corralled neatly behind her petite ears, but her face was a wild mix of emotions. 
She turned, giving him a repugnant look. The heat was still there between them, or at least Finley wanted to imagine that it was, that draw they felt to each, that power they had when together. But he did have to admit that smothering it was a resentment so heavy he never thought he could break through. He’d allowed Zuma in his head, something he’d never done before, and still she hated him. And Finley, in truth, hated himself now. It was his fault that Dave was dead. He hadn’t killed him and yet he’d allowed it to happen. But how could that have been the result when his intention was to protect the ringmaster with his very life?
“My car,” Zuma said in response to his question, her words terse. “I need to find my car, but I don’t know where it is here.” She usually drove her RV from location to location. And Dave had the cars loaded and shipped so they were ready for the employees who owned them if they cared to drive. Zuma usually never drove her car. Actually she hardly ever found a reason to leave Vagabond Circus. It was her preferred place to reside. Wherever the big top was, was where she wanted to be. 
“Oh,” Finley said, a new confidence slipping into his voice. “This way.” And he took off down a narrow row of semis. Before he had officially started as an acrobat, he’d spent a few weeks dream traveling to Vagabond Circus to spy on its members and try to determine how he could protect Dave. During that time Finley learned the various parts of the Vagabond Circus grounds that didn’t change greatly between locations. The teal blue and neon green big top was always set up on the north end. Performer trailers on the east side. The food truck and recreational area on the west. And the crew members’ sleeper row and extra vehicles at the south end. It made sense to him that Zuma wouldn’t know where her car was parked since she probably had no reason to visit sleeper row, for as open as Vagabond Circus was it still had lines drawn between crew and performers. Such was the way of life. Always full of status boundaries. 
Finley felt Zuma at his back as they hurried through the dark rows. Crew members were filing out of their sleeping quarters, most lighting up as they caught site of Zuma. She kept her head low and her face stone. The acrobat didn’t like ignoring the people who called out to her, some waving to or approaching her, but she couldn’t face anyone who didn’t know the news. It felt like Dave’s death was about to make her explode. Zuma couldn’t look at the ignorant and hide the pain in her eyes and therefore she looked at no one directly. 
“Ms. Zanders, I-I-I got a present for you,” Chuck from rig crew called to her as she rushed by. 
“Thanks, but later. I got to go,” she replied, trying to keep her voice even. 
Finley, sensing Zuma’s vulnerable state and her need to get away, then picked up his pace and immediately she saw the gap widen between them. He felt her absence at once and turned, realizing she couldn’t keep up with him due to his super speed. Finley doubled back and grabbed her wrist. Although Zuma sensed him reaching for her due to her combat gift she had allowed it. 
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” he said, half-dragging her through the last bit of trailers. 
The sun drenched them as they exited the darkened row. In the unmowed pasture sat a single line of parked cars which all belonged to circus members. To Zuma’s surprise, sitting on the hood of a beat-up 1969 teal Chevy pickup was Ian. She hadn’t seen him since the night he read her fortune. Then he’d been wearing a velvet robe. He looked different now in his work clothes, a pair of Dickies and a flannel shirt. But there was also another reason Ian looked different. He looked up at Zuma when she stopped to assess the row of cars, looking for her own. In contrast to the other cheery crew members Ian wore a tragic expression on his round face. He brought it up and looked at Zuma with red eyes. 
“You know, don’t you?” she said to Ian, taking three steps in his direction. The broad question hung mysteriously in the air. 
But Ian, knowing exactly what Zuma was referring to, nodded his heavy head. His divination and clairvoyance told him the events of the future and usually they weren’t nice events. Ian was cursed with the ability to forecast tragedies. 
Zuma then remembered the fortune Ian had read for her before her first show with Finley. He’d looked so tormented afterward. He’d said that there were certain events that had to come to pass. “How long have you known Dave was going to die?” she asked him, feeling Finley at her back. 
“A while,” Ian said, his words lisping from his braces-filled mouth. Zuma moved suddenly for Ian, ready to tackle him, but Finley was faster and had her restrained at once, his hands holding her arms. She didn’t know why but she was grateful he had stopped her from attacking Ian. It had been her first instinct with all the guttural emotions running through her. But she looked at Ian now, knowing there had to be more to this. Knowing he wouldn’t have kept this secret without a good reason. 
“Why didn’t you say anything?” she said, tears aching in her throat. “Why didn’t you warn anyone that Dave was in danger?” 
“Zuma, I did it for you,” Ian said, burying his curly head in his hands. 
Her combat sense told her more about a person than most could know using a lie detector machine. Ian wasn’t lying, but that didn’t make sense. Why would Dave’s death benefit her? 
Finley, sensing her resignation and confusion, released her. At once she wanted, needed his arms back around her. But he, like Ian, had betrayed her and Dave and Vagabond Circus for reasons she didn’t understand. 
“What does that mean? Why would you allow this to happen for me?” Zuma finally forced out, her eyes on the crew member who she thought was her friend. 
Ian brought his thick head out of his hands. He was built like a linebacker but had the demeanor of a five-year-old scared little boy. “There’s so much that you don’t know, part of which is that bad things have to happen sometimes,” Ian said.
“Why? Why would the greatest man I’ve ever known have to die? For me?” Zuma said, astonished she was able to keep her voice down. 
“Because it creates a necessary future,” Ian said, and then he slid off the hood of the truck, standing tall. “I will explain, if I get the opportunity, but now you need to get on the road.” 
“You know that I’m going after Jack?” she asked. 
Ian nodded and Zuma was blown away by how much he saw. She almost understood the burden buried in his eyes. 
“You should hurry, but don’t drive through the night. Rest before you enter the compound,” Ian said. 
“What?” It was Finley who voiced the question. He was instantly confused how this crew member knew about Knight’s compound. And why was he giving such strange instructions?
Ian turned to him and actually smiled fondly. They’d never met but Ian looked at the acrobat like they shared a lifetime of friendship. 
“Tomorrow have a late start, that way you’ll avoid rush hour traffic.” Ian said all this matter-of-factly, as though reading from a manual. “Don’t show up to the compound until afternoon, but don’t delay too much longer after that or Jack will be beyond saving.” 
“Ian, stop with this allusive talk. Tell us what we are facing since you obviously know,” Zuma said. 
“I’ve done even better than that,” Ian said. “I’ve given you the recipe to succeed on this mission.”
“Please, Ian,” Zuma begged. 
Ian took long strides, walking past the two, ignoring her pleas. “Follow my instructions exactly,” he said and then disappeared between the rows of semis.
 



Chapter Three
The white letters of the signs on the side of I-5 blurred in Jack’s vision as he drove. This had gotten progressively worse over the last hour. He made an impromptu decision and took the next exit for a rest stop. This decision earned him disapproving honks from the drivers behind him who didn’t care for his no blinker or sudden brakes. Jack ignored them, realizing he’d driven over a patch of broken glass on the side of the off-ramp. The last thing he needed was a flat tire. 
Once stopped, he checked the tires of Titus’s Prius and they looked all right for the moment. He blew out a breath of relief, enjoying the cool early morning air on his face. Jack had been driving on autopilot through the night. The young acrobat knew better than to push his limits. Even Dream Travelers needed rest. He slid into the back seat and locked the door. One hour of dream travel would serve two purposes: He’d dream travel to Knight’s compound and scout the area so he was prepared tonight when he broke in. And secondly, that one hour of dream travel would reenergize him at least for another twelve hours. Dream travel time, because it used the prefrontal lateral dorsal cortex, could restore the mind in no time. However, the problem was it didn’t have as big an impact on the body, which would become fatigued without sufficient sleep. I’ll sleep whenever this is done, Jack thought. When Knight is dead I’ll sleep.

 



Chapter Four
Titus didn’t answer Fanny’s questions. The caregiver had wanted to know what the meeting in the big top was about. She demanded he tell her. He couldn’t. He didn’t know how to string together the words “Dave is dead.” And within moments he’d have to somehow deliver those three words to all of Vagabond Circus. If it was Dave announcing Titus’s death he’d have a soothing speech ready. Something that prepared the people who loved him for the news they were about to hear. But Titus wasn’t Dave Raydon. He was the opposite of the well-spoken ringmaster. Titus was one of those people who would rather be dead than speak publicly. But he wasn’t the one who was dead, and he felt remorse for it. I wish it would have been me, he had thought, overwhelmed by the weight of the circus on his shoulders. 
When there were no more drifters in the grounds of Vagabond Circus, Titus assumed Fanny and her kids had corralled everyone into the big top. Each step he took in that direction now felt so weighted that he was certain his shoes were leaving large impressions behind in the dirt. Titus paused by the entrance to the tent. He listened to the commotion inside; there were dozens of excited voices within. The Vagabond Circus’s employees were certain that the meeting was called to announce great news. That’s the only reason an all-circus meeting was ever called. There had never really been bad news at Vagabond Circus; well, except in the early years. 
“I bet our pay is being increased,” he heard a crew member say. 
“None of us need higher pay,” Bill, the circus chef, said. “They cover everything and still pay us on top of that.” 
“Are you turning down more money?” the crew person said with a chuckle. 
“Do I look insane?” Bill said, the same lightness in his voice. 
“Maybe they’re getting rid of the no dating rule,” Oliver said from the back of the tent, an edge of hope in his voice. 
“Wouldn’t that be great for you, lover boy,” Sunshine said, no enthusiasm in her voice. 
Titus clenched his head between his hands, pressing the heaviness away. With each passing moment the anticipation for good news increased within the big top and yet Titus couldn’t will himself forward. He didn’t know how to proceed without Dave. 
For over twenty years Dave and Titus had been friends, best friends. It was Dave who rescued him from his life of monotony. Titus’s wife had divorced him, stating she was tired of living without any zest in her life. Titus would have continued working as the senior accountant for a major motion film agency. And he would have also continued wasting away the days pining for a job as a producer, where he could finally put his creativity to work. He would have lived and died in that accounting job, but Dave, who was abandoning his own unfulfilling career, rescued Titus. 
He’d been one of Dave’s patients at his psychiatric practice. And Dave broke a few patient-client rules when he showed up at Titus’s office and insisted that the accountant quit his job and be his creative director of Vagabond Circus. That had been over twenty years ago. And these had been the most fulfilling years of Titus’s life. No, he didn’t have a significant other anymore. No companion like he had when married. But he had the circus. He was alive with creativity. Long gone were the headaches and bouts of depression. Titus was in love with the creative process and that kept him warm at night. 
And Dave had been his best friend for two fulfilling decades. There wasn’t a better person in Titus’s life. He was the spark of Vagabond Circus. There was hardly a person who wasn’t extremely endeared to the ringmaster. And he’d chosen Titus to be his creative director and closest friend. But now Dave was dead and not only did Titus have to bear that happiness-ending loss, but now he had to run a circus. He felt like a toddler who’d just been given a prosperous nation to lead. He was doomed. And he wanted to run. That was the last thought he had before he pushed through the flap and trudged into the big top. 



Chapter Five
“What do you suppose that was about?” Finley said to Zuma, watching Ian’s retreating back. 
She didn’t grace him with a look, only said, “I don’t know, but it seems you’re not the only traitor in our midst.”
He allowed his eyes to roll up and catch the sky at this response. Yes, he knew he deserved the insult, but it wasn’t easy to take. And he feared it wasn’t going to be the last one during their long trip together. “So you’re going to ignore his advice then?” 
“No,” she said with a bite, obviously irritated by everything that came out of his mouth. “He’s Ian. He’s never wrong. And I can’t afford to ignore his advice.” 
“So you trust him even though he knew Dave was going to die and didn’t do anything about it?” Finley asked, unable to keep the hostility out of his voice. 
“Yes,” Zuma said simply, scanning the long row of cars in various states of newness in front of her. She set off to the right. 
Finley followed at once. “But you don’t trust me?” he asked, the offense rising in his voice. 
Zuma spun around and faced him, her expression twisted with anger. The morning light made his dark unkempt hair look lighter. It also caught the angles of his face, making him look rugged with the subtle stubble on his cheeks. She brought her gaze to his eyes and tried to pretend she hadn’t noticed anything about him. Hadn’t really seen him at all. “No, I don’t trust you. I don’t understand why Ian or you hid this information, but I know that Ian is probably trying to protect something bigger here. I think you were just trying to protect yourself by not disclosing who you really were and what you really knew.” 
“Zuma, this isn’t fair—”
“He told me to trust you,” Zuma said and waited for the confused expression to jump to Finley’s face. 
It did on cue. “What?” he said, scrunching up his eyebrows. 
“Ian,” she said in answer. “He told me I had to trust you even though you were going to drop me while we practiced. And if you remember, you did drop me.”
“And that means you…” Finley said, trailing away, talking half to himself, his mind reeling back to that moment where Zuma and he practiced in the big top. He’d had her suspended in his arms, leaning her back in a low dip. She’d pulled her arms out from around his neck and rested them on his arms. Finley took a painful gulp of air as the realization dawned on him. 
“And what that means is that I trusted you,” she said, completing his sentence, echoing the words being broadcast in his head. “And you dropped me. But worst of all is that I trusted you and you hid important information from me. From Dave. You aren’t responsible for his death, but you sure as hell are culpable for it,” Zuma said, her voice trying to sound unhurt, although it was still full of scabs.
Finley shook his head at Zuma, his brain already going a new direction. She wasn’t seeing this clearly. And he wasn’t either but he almost could see something below the surface of all this, like wreckage at the bottom of a murky lake. “But why would Ian tell you to trust me?” 
“Hell if I know,” Zuma said, frustrated by the diversion. Doesn’t he see the important point here? 
“After I dropped you then you refused to work with me…” Finley said, his eyes cast far away as his mind spun. 
“So…” Zuma said. 
“And then I was frantic, frantic that I lost you for good,” he said. 
“Finley,” she said, her voice shaking. Zuma couldn’t do this. She wasn’t strong enough after everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. She had to be close to Finley over the next few days while keeping him as far away as possible. 
“And because of that, I confessed my love for you,” Finley said, his eyes on the dirt, his voice an astonished whisper. Then he brought his gaze up to Zuma, who winced at the startled look in his not-completely-green eyes. “I wouldn’t have ever done that if you hadn’t trusted me enough to drop you.”
She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “None of this makes sense.” 
“Not to two people who don’t see the future, but Ian knows what he’s talking about,” Finley said. 
“So you trust him too?” Zuma said, sounding suddenly curious. 
“Well, yeah,” Finley said, surprising himself. He didn’t trust anyone. Well, not now that Dave was dead. And he couldn’t trust Zuma as long as she hated him. But there was something in Ian’s eyes. A sweet sincerity. And he had looked at Finley with such fondness. How could he not want to trust this guy? 
Zuma pulled her gaze away from Finley. Just looking at him hurt her and she was so afraid of herself around him. She felt instinctually like he could mend her, but she must be going insane with pain because he was the last person she’d trust with that job. After everything he’d revealed about himself she knew she would never give him an opportunity to drop her again. “My car is down here,” she said, walking off. She pulled the key from her jeans pocket and hit the button on her fob and the lights of the Audi S5 flashed on. 
“That’s your car?” Finley said, pausing to admire the clean black coupe with custom wheels and the chrome all blacked out. The treads of the tires were brand new, clean of wear or tear. The car probably had less than five hundred miles on it although it was roughly two years old. 
“It was a present from my parents for my sweet sixteen,” Zuma said absentmindedly.
“How sweet,” Finley said, his voice in awe.
“Yeah, well don’t get any ideas, you’re not driving.” 
She thought Finley was in awe of her car, but it was more the fact that parents would buy such a gift for their child. The idea confounded him. 
“Don’t worry, I don’t need to drive this car, I already have a hundred times,” he said, walking to the passenger side. 
She halted, reaching for the door handle. “Wait, you have?” 
“Well yeah,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse. How had he just allowed that to slip out of his mouth? Dave’s death had made him take down so many walls. He’d have to build them back up. Zuma knew what she did about his life, but she didn’t need to know any more. Not now. And not that it mattered, but Finley needed to try to preserve himself in her mind even if only to protect his own ego. 
“Oh,” Zuma said, drawing out the word, her mind connecting the details. “You’ve stolen these cars before.” Then her face took on an astonished look. “They have a pretty incredible security system though, and tracking.”
“Yeah, well…” he said, shrugging his lean shoulders. Whereas Ian was bulky and round, Finley was slight, all toned muscles and sharp angles. 
And just then Zuma realized without him having to say it that Finley was an extremely good thief. Using his skills of super speed and teleporting would make him almost unstoppable, but Finley was also incredibly smart. She knew it from the first time she practiced with him. No, he couldn’t read, but that only included one type of intelligence. And still, to do all he had while not having that skill was also impressive. She shoved down this realization like it was a dirty truth which deserved no room inside her head. Zuma plastered a repulsed look on her face. 
      “No wonder my combat sense never picked up on your lies, thieves must make excellent liars,” Zuma said, shaking her head at Finley.
“I never lied to you, Zuma,” Finley said, through clenched teeth. 
“No, I guess you didn’t, but you hid the truth. You might as well have just lied,” she said, reaching for her door handle. 
That remark pushed him. Pushed him past his restraint. Finley was a blur as he moved around the car. Then he was pressed up close to Zuma, his hands locking down on the car door, pinning her against it. She sensed his quick approach, but still the suddenness of it made her hiccup on her breath. “If you want my help finding Jack then you should stop this. You don’t have to be nice to me, but you need to stop treating me like I’m the villain,” he said, his voice low and demanding. 
She recovered and stood to her full height, just a few inches shorter than him. Then she placed a hand on Finley’s chest, encouraging him back to give her space. It wasn’t a kind touch or an aggressive one. It was simply a utilitarian one. “I’ll think about it,” she said, her eyes cold, unforgiving. 
“Then I’ll think about helping you save Jack,” Finley said, having stepped out of Zuma’s reach. 
She regarded him for a long moment. “You don’t mean that. You wouldn’t leave him to die,” she stated with certainty.
“Of course I wouldn’t, Zuma,” he said, working to keep himself from yelling. “Because I’m not a bad person.”
She huffed, obviously trying to show she didn’t agree. Finley brought his hooded eyes up, a measured glare piercing Zuma. She wasn’t sure if he knew how effective his looks were at punishing her, but she hoped that her flat expression kept that truth hidden. Then Finley reached out, and Zuma stepped back suddenly, but he only grabbed the door handle, not her as she was expecting. He yanked the driver’s side door open, the movement reeking of his fury. “Get in and let’s go. It’s a long trip,” Finley said. 
With a composure to impress, Zuma drew in a long breath as she regarded Finley. Unrushed, she locked eyes with him, studying him, spying the multiple aspects of his face that registered his stress. The things only Zuma could see with her combat sense. Inside he was punishing himself, it was so obvious to her. Outside he was fuming about everything that he couldn’t fix. And she was pretty certain over the next few days they were going to tear each other’s hearts in pieces when she knew all they wanted was to love one another. Finally, she turned to the seat and climbed into the car, like the idea had been hers all along. Before she could close the door, Finley shut it with a deliberate force. She didn’t have a second of solitude because an instant later Finley appeared in the passenger seat next to her.
“Do you have to teleport all the time?” she said, annoyance heavy in her tone. 
“Why? Is it another thing about me that you hate?” he said, slipping on his seat belt. 
She turned on the car and pulled it out of its spot, refusing to answer him. And the truth was there was nothing about Finley that she hated. The girl was heartbroken by the decisions he made which led to Dave’s death. She was certain she would never understand him or forgive him for those decisions, but Zuma did not hate the guy next to her. The way she felt about him was unique, an emotion she never thought she’d feel for anyone. But Zuma was cursed because she was going to have to banish the feeling. There was no way she could love the person responsible for the ringmaster’s death. 
 



Chapter Six
Titus kept his head down as he trudged through the aisle of the big top passing by employees on his way to the center of the ring. It was where he and Dave always stood when addressing the group in meetings. From the far corner he heard Oliver’s voice. The illusionist’s had a unique tone. Like his eyes, his voice was memorable, it had a permanent hoarseness to it. “Where’s Dave?” he heard him ask Padmal, one of the triplets. 
Everyone else must have heard this too because whispers spread like measles among the crowd. Titus tried to ignore this as he rounded on the people of Vagabond Circus. However, he couldn’t ignore the look of pure horror on Sunshine’s face. Her empathesis had clearly given her a sneak peek of the news he was about to spill. His eyes fell on her with remorse and she mouthed the word, “What?” 
Titus made the smallest movement with his hand by the side of his leg, hoping the way he pushed his palm down also calmed her. The last thing he needed was Sunshine exploding before he had a chance to tell the rest of the circus. Oliver and Padmal were now whispering adamantly to each other. Oliver’s eyes, one green and the other brown, shot between Titus and the back exit. Padmal even wore a strange look on her usually irritated face. She looked concerned and that was a first. Padmal wasn’t a person who cared about other people. Yes, she cared about her brothers to an extent, but such was the obligatory relationship of a triplet. And she seemed to care about Oliver at times but the girl didn’t hide the fact that her own well-being was far more important than others. And her curious face contrasted greatly from Fanny’s, the caretaker and healer for Vagabond Circus. 
Fanny sat in the front row with her three charges, Emily, Tiffany, and Benjamin. Their ages were four, eight, and ten respectively. But it was these three children who seemed to be holding a distraught Fanny up from either side. She worried her hands through her long skirt, her eyes on the neon green carpet under Titus’s feet. She was told last night that Sebastian had made his own choice to leave Vagabond Circus without her knowing it and she was to accept this until more information was available. That’s what Titus told her, but soon he’d have to tell her the truth. That Sebastian was a murderer. 
While people whispered inaudible questions about Dave’s whereabouts, Jasmine stood suddenly, searching the tent like she was missing something. Loudly the acrobat said, “Where’s Zuma, Jack, and Fin?” It was customary for the four acrobats to sit together. That’s how it was most of the time during meetings and rehearsals, although Finley spent his meals with the freaks. 
Titus held up a hand, pausing any further questions. “I’m going to answer that question and many more, but you must give me a chance.” 
Jasmine nodded reluctantly, continuing to search the tent like her comrades were just hiding somewhere. 
“Now what I have to…” Titus said and then paused. “I’m here because…” he tried again. His eyes fell to the ground. He couldn’t look at the faces urging him to provide heart-shattering answers. “I’ve called this meeting…” And again the words stuck in his throat. He simply couldn’t do it. He couldn’t tell the people of Vagabond Circus what they needed to know. What they deserved to know. 
And then quite unexpectedly he felt something on his arm. He brought his gaze up to find Sunshine standing beside him. Titus had been too distracted to notice her approach. The girl’s pale hand was now on his arm, her green eyes swelling with tears but a determined look on her face. She nodded her head at Titus, encouraging him to continue, supporting him in what she felt he must do now. Her black hair framed her always sad face which had somehow grown even sadder. She looked like a doll made by the cruelest toy maker. Titus returned her nod and revolved his solemn gaze to the silent crowd. With Dave and the acrobats missing, and Sunshine lending her support to Titus, they weren’t about to hear good news. This would be a day of great sorrow. And everyone instinctively knew it.
 



Chapter Seven
“I don’t know how to make what I have to say easier on your ears,” Titus began, having a renewed sense of strength, although his voice still had a nervous raspiness to it. “Honestly, I don’t know how to soften this news because for me it is the greatest loss of my life. I have many regrets today and one is that I must tell you all something that I’m certain will bring unending sadness.” He drew in a long breath, trying to steady himself on his trembling legs. “Dr. Dave Raydon, the founder of Vagabond Circus, is dead.” 
Sunshine let her hand slip off Titus’s arm. He had said what she felt to be true. It was now confirmed for her. Benjamin hiccupped out a loud sob. And then Fanny fell to the side, fainting. 



Chapter Eight
For one solid hour Zuma and Finley rode in complete silence. They’d have to travel twelve hours south before they hit Los Angeles County. Zuma was familiar with Los Angeles and the surrounding cities, having grown up there. However, that gave her barely any confidence. From the little Finley shared with Jack, Titus, and her, these people, Charles Knight and his kids, sounded like nightmare creatures. Sebastian could touch someone and kill them. Knight produced Dream Traveler children with the intention of creating an army of thieves. And he’d starved, beaten, and neglected Finley. This man had the ability to produce excruciating headaches using his telepathy. And almost worse than any of that was that Knight hated Dave. How could anyone hate the ringmaster? she wondered. He was the epitome of love. How many souls had that one man saved? These troubled thoughts danced through her mind, a series of chaotic movements trespassing through her head. She held in the tears that felt as if they’d now always accompany the thought of Dave. She had to remain strong. 
Zuma’s eyes slid to the right and she realized Finley was watching her. It wasn’t like how he’d been staring at her for the last three months, like he was entranced by her. Right then he was studying her, his eyes stroking over Zuma, searching for something. The two had been silent, only listening to the hum of the road under the tires since the trip started. Zuma wanted to break the silence to tell him to stop playing detective, but she didn’t like the way he punished her earlier with those eyes and that look of scorn. So instead she connected her iPod, which she kept in the center console, and pulled up a playlist. Music filled the car and threatened to rip emotions out of her like a thread being pulled from a fabric, unraveling it. She punched the pause button.
Silence once more. 
“Zuma, can I ask you a question?” Finley dared to say. His voice had the opposite effect on her as the music though. It made the girl feel not alone. She shook off the forbidden comfort. 
“What?” she said, pretending to pay extra close attention to the open road. 
“Do you ever remember a time where you were happy?” he said, his voice careful. Finley knew it was a gamble to ask her such a question, but he had to know if the curse Fanny spoke of was true, and Zuma was the only person who would know. And more than ever he needed to know if Knight’s curse was working on Zuma. 
“That’s the most ridiculous question,” she said, acid in her voice. “I’m not answering that.” 
This didn’t deter Finley. He had nothing to lose. Literally. No one had less than Finley. He had no family. No possessions. Little money. And none of Zuma’s goodwill. He was impoverished in every way that meant something to him. However, he did have his health. But that only made him alive when he wished he was dead. He was cursed, but differently than Zuma. 
Finley cleared his throat and said, “I don’t mean like a moment where you laughed with Jasmine or the high that you get on flying trapeze, but real unaffected happiness. Something that you’ve sustained for a long time. Do you remember ever having that?” 
“Damn it, Finley! Are you insane?” She slammed the steering wheel with her palm. “I’m grieving Dave’s death and you’re drilling me about my happiness.” 
He leaned forward, trying to catch her gaze, which was cemented on the road in front of them. “Yes, because I need to know. It’s important. Do you think you’ve ever been happy? Really happy?” 
“Why do you need to know this?” she said, unable to understand this line of questioning and its horrible timing. 
“I just do,” he said, his voice soft, troubled. 
Zuma knew what happiness looked like. The state of real happiness laced through the people’s thoughts she read. It was different than a fleeting emotion. Even if something bad happened, when it passed happiness would return for these people. It was a foundation in their thoughts. These people’s thoughts Zuma had telepathically read were coated in happiness, like little chocolate-covered pretzels. She’d seen it in her parents and her siblings. She’d seen it in Dave. But her extent of experience with happiness ended there. She’d only ever witnessed it in other people. It wasn’t that she was depressed all her life. Quite the opposite actually. Zuma, for as long as she remembered, was indifferent. Most of her life was gray. 
“Zuma,” Finley said, breaking into her introspection, his voice pressing.
“No,” she finally admitted. “No, I’ve never been happy.” And she pulled the car off the road toward a gas station.
 



Chapter Nine
Morning sun sliced through the car windows, piercing Jack straight in the eyes. He pushed up, slightly confused by the surroundings of the backseat where he was lying. Then his reality poured over his consciousness, etching the day ahead of him back into his mind. He’d meant to use an hour of dream travel time to investigate Knight’s compound. However, he’d been too exhausted and allowed his consciousness to be sucked into dreamland before he directed it to a set place and time. 
He bolted to a sitting position, his neck suddenly making mention of the odd angle it was forced to lie in for the last several hours. 
“Oh, shit!” Jack said, clambering over the seat and into the front. How long had he been asleep? 
By where the sun sat on the horizon it was morning and he was hoping it was still early, but once he started the car and the clock on the display powered on, his heart sank. 
Nine o’clock. 
He’d lost so much time accidentally falling asleep. Jack knew that going after Knight was a time-sensitive mission. He had to get down there and do it fast. There were so many obstacles that arose as more time went by. He didn’t think Titus would stop him, but he couldn’t be too sure. And he was also hoping to push through and beat Sebastian back to the warehouse. Jack figured if he drove through the night at top speed he might catch Sebastian. He wasn’t just planning on taking out Knight, but also Sebastian. This was the boy who actually murdered Dave. But Finley said Sebastian did a lot of jobs for Knight and Jack feared he’d be reassigned before he could catch him at their compound. 
It was essential that he took out both Sebastian and Knight, but one question surrounded that goal: How? 
The tires squealed as Jack pulled the car onto the freeway. He knew something would come to him. An idea. A strategy. He prayed one would. He looked up to the heavens. “Dave,” he said aloud, “if you can hear me then please lead me on this mission. Show me how to avenge your death.” 
If Jack had really been willing to follow signs from heaven then he would have heeded the construction warnings ahead on the road that read “Caution” and “Detour.” Instead, Jack sped past them, fueled by his anger.
 



Chapter Ten
Zuma might have loathed Finley at the current moment, but she wasn’t going to allow him to starve or dehydrate. She returned from the convenience store and wordlessly pushed a bottle of water and a protein bar at him. The girl figured that much like her, Finley hadn’t thought to eat. It was late morning and Zuma knew the only way she was making the long trip was if she kept up her reserves, and also stayed focused. 
They drove for a long thirty miles in silence. Zuma’s emotions were now not her greatest weakness. She’d meditated during those miles and found a way to restrain her feelings until they were like the thoughts she read in other people’s heads. Her emotions were someone else’s. She took the same position she was accustomed to taking with other people’s thoughts: she created boundaries, a cold, distant perspective. This had been the way her mother had taught her to maintain her sanity. Her mother told her that when she came into her gift of telepathy, the first way to lose her mind was in other people’s thoughts. And although Zuma had never known happiness, she was victim to bouts of depression if she allowed the passing thoughts of strangers to take over her being. Most people don’t realize that every person is having a stressful thought at least every twenty-six seconds. At least that often, but usually more often than that, and those stressful thoughts can drain a telepath. That’s the reason Zuma always thought she was unable to be happy, because of her gift; however, her family wasn’t like her. They were different. They were all happy. Happiness was synonymous with the name Zanders, except when it came to Zuma. 
The girl now had managed to put that same protection she used with other people’s thoughts around her own emotions and she felt suddenly strong in that fragile moment. She felt that she could actually speak to Finley without crying from heartbreak. Zuma drew in a long breath. “You said that Knight produces Dream Traveler children using surrogates,” she said to Finley, finally breaking the silence. “So, before when you said you didn’t know if your parents were dead or not, is that because that’s how you were born? From a surrogate?” 
Months ago Finley had gotten upset at Zuma for being flippant about her parents, saying if he knew about his family he’d never be so insensitive. The statement had cut Zuma in a new way. She still felt that laceration upon her once pristine heart from his cold remarks. How was it that Finley was the first person to scar her? And more importantly, how was she never hurt before him? 
“Well?” she said when he’d been silent too long.
He threw his gaze out the window, watching the rolling hills pass by. 
“Oh, what, are you not going to answer my questions now?” Zuma said, sensing an opportunity for a battle and sensing it might make her feel better. 
“When have I ever answered your questions?” he said in a monotone voice. He was still sulking. Since he learned Zuma had never been happy, he’d been in the worst tortured state of silent frustration. 
He hadn’t ever really answered her questions, she realized. Her mind skipped back to before Dave’s death. Even after Finley confessed his love for Zuma he was unwilling to answer her questions about who he was and where he came from. It had been like that since the beginning. And could she really blame him? No, she couldn’t. And would probably be the same way in his position. However, this didn’t make her need to know any less. 
She tossed a look at Finley. His demeanor made him look sewn up at every seam, arms crossed, eyes cast far away, long legs angled at the door. 
Zuma sighed and tried to make it sound like resignation. “Well, maybe you’ll tell me how you learned on your own that you could dream travel?” 
Silence. 
Or maybe even the smallest of details weren’t ones Finley was willing to give away. Not now that he had no way to come back from his misfortunes. He was a vault more than ever before.  
“Have you known how to dream travel long?” Zuma asked, bent on pulling something, anything, out of him. She needed to know more about Finley, and the more he stayed shut up, the more the need turned into a desperate craving. 
Silence again. He was working now to keep up his silence and she knew that. She also knew she could break him. It was a gift of hers, in a way. 
“Oh, come on, Finley, you can’t ignore my questions for another ten hours,” she said, tossing an errant strand of blonde and pink hair out of her face. 
“You’d be surprised what I can ignore,” he said dully. 
She fired right back. “Like the presence of a killer prancing woefully close to all of the Vagabond Circus members,” she said, thankful for the opportunity to punish him a little. 
“I wasn’t ignoring Sebastian’s presence,” he said and then bit down on the corner of his bottom lip. She noticed then how nice his teeth were. There had been little opportunity to see them, as the guy hardly ever smiled. His white teeth were flat in all the right places. Sharp in all the other right places. 
“Fine,” she acquiesced. “I’ll give you that.” And just then Zuma allowed herself to be reminded that Finley had supposedly been trying to stop Sebastian. It was just that Finley, in his effort to protect Dave, never wanted to consider the notion of telling anyone the truth. He never wanted to divulge Sebastian’s intent to murder because Finley’s own history was wrapped up in that secret. And the thought of Finley’s personal truths sent a cold shiver over Zuma’s back, making her grip the steering wheel tighter. His upbringing was cruel and harsh and not something she could even pretend to imagine. 
Finley then turned suddenly and she sensed the action before he moved. His arms were still crossed and he stared at Zuma. She almost winced from the penetrating effect his eyes had on her. How had she so soon forgotten the way he regarded her, always regarded her? His gaze appeared to try and pull her apart at the seams so he could make her anew. 
Zuma pretended his look had no effect on her and sighed now, this time with defeat. “What’s with the look?” she said, hoping she sounded annoyed rather than affected on a new level. 
“What are we now, Zuma?” he said, his voice calculated. 
She slightly let off the accelerator, taken aback by the unexpected question. And wasn’t she the one who was drilling him?

“What do you mean?” Zuma asked, feeling like she was twitching inside from his sudden attention on her. Cars began passing them. Some gave looks of annoyance brought on by her sudden slowed speed since a lot of cars had been traveling together at ten miles over the limit for a while. 
“Well, we were partners,” he said. “And our act was saving the circus. It was bringing new life to the people. Whatever you feel toward me, are you going to allow that to stand in the way of the success of Vagabond Circus?” 
Jack was risking his life to take Knight out because he was afraid that as long as Dave’s murderer was loose the people of Vagabond Circus would never be free. He had put that in his note to Zuma. And last night she’d told Jack that she’d do whatever it took to keep Dave’s circus alive. Did that mean continuing to perform with Finley? And if it did, then would she be able to? Would Zuma be able to dance and move beside Finley knowing she was in love with him and also forbidding herself from ever fully experiencing that emotion for her partner? She pressed on the gas pedal, accelerating suddenly, overtaking all the cars that had passed her. 
“I don’t know, Finley. I can’t think about the future right now,” she said. 
 



Chapter Eleven
By midafternoon Jack hadn’t been given any epiphanies regarding how he’d take down Knight and Sebastian. Completely deflated by no bright ideas he forced himself to construct his own strategy. He was just passing the line into Ventura County when he decided on a plan. Given the best case scenario he could pull it off. Anything less and he knew his life hung in the balance. But Jack didn’t care. He’d use his last bit of life to kill Knight if that’s what it took. Avenging Dave’s murder was worth it to Jack. 
The first part of his plan relied on hoping a mostly dormant skill of his would surface under the pressure of the moment. Dave had been working with him to draw out the skill, like he did with Jack’s levitation gift, which was also slow to come. Jack’s life as a Dream Traveler had always been like that. Trying. Taxing. Strained. His brothers could dream travel without incident from an early age and their gifts flowed to them easily, hardly requiring much practice. But for Jack it was work. Being a Dream Traveler was difficult, but it was who he was and Dave believed that the effort required to use his powers meant they were great. And more than ever Jack needed to believe him. 
The second part of the plan relied on the only other option Jack saw available to him. He pulled off at an exit and parked at a shop. It was a place Jack’s father had warned him to always stay away from. He wouldn’t approve of Jack being there, but that was on a long list of things his father felt Jack did in an unfit manner. 
The bell to the pawn shop door clanged, marking Jack’s entrance into the musty store. An old man looked up from behind the glass countertop. He was wearing a T-shirt that was once white but now was more of a grayish tan. He didn’t make to hide his look of disapproval as he ran his eyes over Jack’s short brown and blond highlighted hair and firm jawline. The boy looked like a varsity football player and the pawn shop owner didn’t care for those types. Any types really, but especially jocks.
“I don’t buy from minors,” the man said, his voice gruff, his words slurred.
“I’m eighteen,” Jack said, strolling to the counter, shoulders back. He stood a head over the hunchbacked clerk. “And I’m here to buy.” He pulled out a neatly folded pile of bills. “With cash.” 
The look on the clerk’s face shifted. “I’m listening,” the man said. Jock or not, money was money and he rarely cared where it came from. 
Jack scanned the various objects in the case, his eyes moving past the jewelry and fake watches. In the next case down he found what he was looking for. “I’ll take that,” he said, pointing at the item on the bottom part of the shelf. His sweaty finger left a print on the glass, but he didn’t notice. Jack’s eyes were resting on the samurai sword nestled on fabric of green velvet. 
He looked up to catch the man regarding him with an overgrown arched eyebrow. “Lad, that ain’t no toy. That’s an authentic samurai sword. It isn’t even a stupid replica. This here was handmade by a real Japanese samurai.”
“I’m aware what it is. And it’s been refinished with a bit of premature talent and the handle needs to be rewrapped but I’ll take it anyway,” Jack said. 
“Just a disclaimer,” the man said, unlocking the back of the case and reaching his greasy hands into it. “This can lop off an arm, so I advise you and your party friends to be careful when playing with it.” 
Jack released his first smile since Dave’s death. It was an ironic one. Not only did Jack know how to handle the sword, but during his martial arts training he’d excelled more with swords over nunchucks and escrima sticks. Of course, his time at Vagabond Circus hadn’t given him much opportunity to use this skill, but he was certain that it would seep back, spun by his thirst for revenge. 
“We plan on splitting watermelons with it,” Jack said, happy to play the old man’s game. 
The clerk studied him. He was a man who had seen a lot and met too many rough individuals. They had colored the shop owner and also given him a certain knack for reading brooding hostility in a person. “You know, slicing through melon flesh isn’t as easy a task as you think it will be. There’s a spray and it’s quite messy to clean up. Maybe you want to make this game with your friends a bit easier by using the weapons I got in the case over here.” The man pointed a crooked finger at a glass cabinet holding a revolver, three automatic weapons, and a shotgun. 
Jack didn’t even stop to consider them. “I’ll take the sword and sheath.” 
“Just saying…” the man said, holding his hands up, a look of mischief on his face. 
“What?! What are you saying?” Jack said in an angry rush. His patience was now as thin as the gray patches of hair sitting on top of the clerk’s head. The acrobat was suddenly not in the mood to play with the old man anymore or listen to his quiet accusations. 
“Just saying that men who shoot guns want to get a job done. Men who swing swords want to bring pain,” he said. 
“Like I said, I’ll take the sword,” Jack said. 
 



Chapter Twelve
It was impressive to Finley how long Zuma could keep up what appeared to be a vow of silence. Even more impressive was that her expression remained stoic and her posture stone. She’d driven six hours hardly adjusting in her seat to get comfortable. Her long fingers remained gripping the wheel, her foot steady on the accelerator. And he knew as his eyes roamed over her that she was aware he was studying her, but she didn’t look away from the road. 
Finley always had his eyes on Zuma since he arrived at the circus. Watching her had felt natural to him, like it was his job. And in truth, Zuma had enjoyed knowing with such certainty that she could always look up to find Finley studying her. He didn’t stare at her like most people did. Most people gawked at Zuma because of her exotic appearance or stared with envy at her beauty. However, Finley always looked at her in a studious way, as if he was trying to piece her together like she was a marble puzzle. A statue he was constructing from parts of her abstract soul. 
“Do you want me to give you a break and drive?” he said, surprising himself by interrupting the long stretch of silence. 
She turned and regarded him. Finley had lavender circles hanging under his greenish eyes, and his brown hair was still a mess of chaos from the night he spent with his hands tossing through it. “You look like the one who could use some rest,” she said. 
“I wasn’t saying you were tired, I was just asking if you wanted a break,” he said. “We’re only halfway there. There’s a lot of driving left.” 
“What if we get pulled over? Do you have a driver’s license?” Zuma asked. 
“Yeah, I think you know the answer to that question,” he said, his mouth hardly parting for the terse words. 
Of course he doesn’t, Zuma thought with a sharp piercing guilt. Now it was Finley’s turn to stare stoically out the windshield. She didn’t like the way it instantly alienated her, but that’s what she’d been doing to him for hours. 
“Finley,” she said, her voice softer, almost kind. 
He shifted his eyes so they touched her. That was his way of saying “what?”
“I’m sorry,” she said plainly. “That was a thoughtless question.” The girl said those words easily, whereas their other conversations that day had been excruciatingly difficult. For Zuma it had always been easy to apologize. It was simple to admit her mistakes because otherwise they seemed to lie across her lap paralyzing her until she said those two words. Then her blunder flew away to the trees where all wrong deeds lived after being made right. 
But Finley wasn’t used to people apologizing to him and so he just slid his eyes forward again and stared out at the gray highway. 
Zuma huffed to herself. He gave her a reaction only when she didn’t expect it and then didn’t when she did. She never knew what to anticipate from him. 
“So, what’s the plan for when we get to Knight’s compound?” she asked, trying to sound removed. 
“Don’t worry about it,” he said in a mechanical voice. “I’ll tell you once we get there.”
Even with her eyes partially on the road, she spied the tiny twitch on the side of his left eye. 
Hmmm… she thought. Is he lying?
“Well, I’d like to know something before I walk into the place,” she said, strategically picking her words. “Like how are we breaking in?” 
She watched as he blew out a breath. That wasn’t what gave it away. It was the hesitation on his next breath, ever so slight and unnoticeable by most. “We will go in through the back,” he lied. 
She twisted in her seat, facing him directly. “I can’t believe it!” she said her eyes simultaneously on Finley and the road in front of her. “You aren’t planning on taking me with you to rescue Jack!” 
Finley didn’t flinch from Zuma’s sudden explosion. His eyes just roamed over her flushed face, his mind calculating how best to respond. Before he could, she turned back to face the road completely.
“What, are you planning on ditching me once we get close?” she asked, her head throbbing from her sudden anger. 
“Something like that,” he said, realizing there was no easy way to navigate this one. 
She let out one loud growl of frustration. “I can’t believe you, Finley!” she said, slamming her hand on the steering wheel. 
“Oh really?!” he fired back. “You can’t believe I’d want to keep you safe? Zuma, you have no idea the things you’ll see in Knight’s compound. And if you’re caught you won’t leave there alive. You can’t believe I’d try and protect you from that?!” 
She couldn’t turn and look at him. The ache in his voice was already threatening her intent to punish him for this. “Finley, you don’t get to decide what I see or if I go to rescue Jack or not. If I die then I die,” she said with the conviction of a person who accepted the potential of this gruesome fate. “But if you leave me behind then you better watch your back because I’m going to hunt you down even if it kills me.” 
Finley couldn’t believe the sliver of a smile that etched itself on his mouth. Zuma had a fire in her to salute and not only that, but she was the only person he knew who could actually beat him in a fight. Which meant her words were not threats, but rather promises. 
“Why are you smiling?” she said, trying with great difficulty to maintain the hostility in her tone. 
His grin widened. “Because you scare me, Zuma.” 
“Why would that make you smile?” 
“Because it’s a first,” he said. 
Against her conviction a tiny bit of pride touched her eyes. “Good. Then that means you’re taking me with you, right?” 
Finley drew in a long inhale. What he hadn’t expanded on was that something happening to Zuma was his worst-case scenario. That scared him as much as her hunting him down and killing him. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I agree.” 
She pressed her back firmly into the seat. “Good,” she said, knowing he was being honest now. “And don’t ever lie to me again. I will always see it for what it is.” 
“Noted,” he said, sliding down in his seat and pretending to rest. However, there would be no relief for him. Not now that he had to truly worry for Zuma’s safety. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Helpless. Cowardly. Inadequate. Those terms described how Titus felt while he stared at the people of Vagabond Circus as they all fell into positions of sorrow. Dave would have rushed forward and offered help to Fanny. He would have wrapped his arms around Jasmine’s trembling shoulders. He would have offered each and every person an individual bit of comfort. Titus stood lamely staring out at the grief-stricken crowd like he was watching a hurricane wreak havoc outside his window. He was powerless to stop the destruction but it was his burden to watch it transpire. It was his obligation now to watch as every person in front of him broke from the trauma of losing Dr. Dave Raydon. And he felt that if he was a stronger man then he would do something to minimize the pain around him. But Titus didn’t see himself as strong and so he didn’t even know how to lessen the pain he saw. He was powerless. 
Haady and Nabhi, Padmal’s siblings, rushed forward and pulled Fanny from the ground. She was groggy but awoke a minute after fainting, allowing her weight to rest between the two tall boys. Two of her charges, Benjamin and Emily, clung onto each other. The other, Tiffany, hugged her arms to herself. The eight-year-old’s eyes were still easy to read due to her innocence and communicated the feeling Titus felt most. Fear. 
He cleared his throat and at once the crowd in front of him fell silent. All faces turned their full attention on the creative director. He was in charge now and they were regarding him with a focus which was once reserved only for Dave. 
“Currently, I do not know the true cause of death,” Titus lied. “As I have more information I will share it with you. I know this has come as a terrible shock to us all. I’m canceling shows for the next three days,” he said, surprised by how steady his voice sounded to his ears. “During that time I want you all to grieve. You should feel free to leave the circus if you need to. And don’t hesitate to ask me for anything.. My door is open to all of you. Over the next few days I’ll be conducting an investigation, as well as planning a memorial service.” 
“And after three days?” Padmal asked from her spot beside Oliver. Her nasal voice sounded curious and irritated, not at all sorrowful. “Then what happens?” She was probably the only person in the big top thinking of what came next. She was definitely the only person not in a state of grief. The young girl’s only concern was for how this death would affect her. 
“Then we will put on two days of shows for the people of Medford and then load up and move on as scheduled,” Titus said, all of his words rehearsed. 
“W-w-we’re going to keep performing?” Jasmine asked, her eyes glassed over, her voice fragile. 
“Naturally,” Titus said. “That’s what Dave would have wanted.” 
“But who will be our ringmaster?” Oliver asked. 
That was a question Titus hadn’t thought about yet. At once, he pretended that he had. “I will be conducting auditions. The day after next,” he added, like he had it all planned out. “But right now we grieve. Today we start the work of paying tribute to Dr. Dave Raydon, the founder of Vagabond Circus.” 
 



Chapter Fourteen
The water bottle and protein bar Zuma bought for Finley still sat unopened in the center console of the car. They’d been on the road for eight hours and her back was sore, her pelvis aching from a full bladder and her stomach demanding attention she didn’t want to pay to it. She sat as statue-like as she could manage, playing some sort of contest with herself. 
It bothered her that Finley didn’t seem to ever need anything. He wasn’t governed by basic needs like most people. From her observations the guy was rarely hungry or tired or thirsty. And unlike most people he didn’t feel any obligation to disclose the tiniest thing about himself. But when he’d held her last night in his arms she felt for a moment like he needed her. Or maybe she wished for it. Zuma had never met someone with a strength like his.
Her throat had been parched for the better part of an hour. She decided to break her statue pose and reached for her water bottle only to find it empty. Then she discovered Finley was watching her. Zuma suspected as much. 
“Here, have mine,” he said, handing her his bottle. 
Her chest cinched inward slightly. “No, thanks,” she said, putting her hand back on the wheel. 
He might have shrugged, but she didn’t see it. She forced herself to stay focused forward, not even glancing at him from her peripheral. “I have to stop again anyway,” Zuma said. Her bladder had been demanding it for two hours. Now she couldn’t ignore it any longer. 
“Ian said we should stop for the night,” Finley said. 
“Yeah,” Zuma said, grateful to break the silence again. Fatigue was encroaching on her fast now and talking made her open her eyes wider. 
“What’s the plan for that?” Finley said.
“My parents live just north of Los Angeles in Westlake Village. We will stay there,” she said flatly, unaware of how her casual statement suddenly made Finley tense. 
He dropped his gaze away from Zuma, whom he’d been watching grow more tired over the last hour. Finley should have guessed she grew up in an affluent area like Westlake Village, but still it made him feel smaller. “We?” he forced out. 
“Yeah,” she said, suddenly realizing this came as a surprise to Finley. Zuma had been too distracted by everything to realize how strange this probably would be for him. To stay with her family. “We have a guest room you can stay in. It’s no big deal. They won’t mind.” 
It wasn’t Zuma’s parents minding that made Finley nervous. It was the idea of learning more about her life. The more he learned the more he became sucked into her. And additionally, the more he knew about her, the more he realized how ridiculous he’d been to profess his love for her. She was royalty and he was a peasant. She was elite and he was a nobody. She was desirable to everyone she met and he was a repulsive thief. But she hadn’t pushed him away after his confession last night. She’d held him to her. Zuma had made her own confession of affection for Finley. The memory stung now. 
“That’s okay,” he said. “Thanks though.” 
“What do you mean, ‘that’s okay’?” she said, shocked more by her disappointment than his decline. “Where are you going to stay?” 
She did spy him shrug this time. “I always find a place,” he said, a true confidence in his voice. Between when Finley escaped Knight’s compound and before he came to Vagabond Circus he’d slept in various woods or parks. It didn’t matter to him where he stayed, only that he was no longer a slave. And he didn’t mind waking up cold and wet and with bugs on him. He had spent his night dream traveling and empowering himself with new experiences. That meant more than any comfort. 
“Finley, don’t be a prideful idiot,” Zuma said. “You can stay at my house. It’s fine.” 
“I’m not being a prideful idiot,” he said on the heels of Zuma’s statement, an acid heat flaring in his tone. 
She immediately punished herself for her choice of words. Zuma didn’t think he was an idiot. At all. She just didn’t want him to stay somewhere else. But she couldn’t say that, didn’t even like feeling it. 
“Okay, fine. If you don’t want to stay at my parents’ then you don’t have to. But I suspect you don’t have a better option and wish you’d reconsider,” she said, taking an exit. She couldn’t hold her bladder any longer and she was dying of thirst. Zuma’s night of tears had seriously dehydrated her. She did pause to turn to Finley once parked at a convenience store. “Are you coming in?” 
“No, I’m good,” he said, stretching his long legs out, not looking the least bit drained by the long ride. 
“Fine,” she said, baffled again by the guy beside her. 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
When Zuma returned from the store to the car she was fumbling with an armful of cold water bottles drenched in their own condensation. That’s why she didn’t notice Finley in the driver’s side until she opened the car door. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” she said. A bottle slipped from her hand. He reached out using his super speed and caught the bottle, depositing it in the empty cup holder. 
“I’m driving,” he said plainly. 
“No, you’re not,” she argued, pushing the other bottles into his hands and indicating to the middle console. “Get out,” she said. 
Finley stood from the seat, but still blocked Zuma from the driver’s side. He leaned down over her, breaking into her personal space. “You’re exhausted, Zuma. Let me take over,” he said, his voice a hush. 
“No,” she said through clenched teeth. Having Finley only inches away kicked her adrenaline up. She widened her eyes at him. “I’m fine.” 
“You know, Zuma, I don’t have combat sense like you, but I know when you’re lying.” He paused, staring at her. “I can read you unlike I can read anyone. So do me a favor and don’t fake this strength right now.” 
“Finley…” she said, on the verge of crumbling into his arms. She was exhausted and just wanted him around her, holding her in close. Soothing her aching heart. But Zuma would never allow herself to be that weak. She couldn’t.
“Look, Zuma,” Finley began, his voice firm, demanding her attention. “I do need a place to stay tonight. But I won’t allow a handout from you or your parents. Let me drive to pay for that favor. Okay?”
Damn, he was smart, she thought. He knew exactly how to negotiate with her. 
“Please,” he added. 
She nodded slowly, forcing herself backwards, away from him and his hands and his arms which seemed to be begging for her. “Yeah, fine,” she said. 
 



Chapter Sixteen 
The new owner of Vagabond Circus sped for the exit of the big top as soon as his speech was over. All around him the staff sat in various states, most temporarily crippled by grief. 
“Titus! Titus!” he heard the warm voice call out behind him. He stopped, took a brief moment to recompose himself, and then turned to look at Fanny. 
The older woman’s face was blotched from crying. Fanny had a beautiful simplicity to her appearance. A look that had died out through the generations. Her curly hair framed a mostly smooth face and periwinkle blue eyes. 
“Yes,” he said, holding her gaze. 
She strode forward. Fanny was almost as tall as Titus. She was much wider than the lean man too. “I want to help with the investigation,” she said. 
He considered her for a moment. “It may not be safe,” he said in a whisper. Titus didn’t want or know how to disclose to the rest of the circus that Dave had in fact been murdered. He hoped a uniformed official would do that for him. 
Fanny’s face screwed up with confusion. “Do you forget that I have medical training, Titus?” she said. The caregiver and healer was also a nurse, but that had been a different life for her. That had been her role before Dave saved her from a life that was too demanding and full of heart-aching mistakes. Now she was more than a nurse. 
“No, I haven’t forgotten that,” Titus said. He drew in a long breath, considering his options. “Very well then. Actually, I could use your help with more than just the investigation,” he said, turning and strolling for the exit. 
“What else do you need my assistance with?” she said, taking the position next to him, matching his long strides. 
“Just about everything else,” he said, his voice cracking.
 



Chapter Seventeen
It was Zuma’s turn to study Finley and she didn’t hide her observation of his every move and micro-expression. She paid careful attention to how he studied the road ahead of him and moved. There was a beautiful grace to everything he did, even as he did something as simple as driving. And she knew he knew she was watching him, but he’d done the same thing to her for almost eight hours. It only seemed fair. 
“Learning anything particularly interesting?” he said with a half-smile. 
Zuma didn’t answer his question; instead she said, “Who taught you how to drive?” 
“Knight,” Finley said, turning on his blinker to change lanes. It was odd the way he drove, with such precision, honed attention to every detail of the act. What was even stranger was he’d actually answered her question. Zuma expected that he’d deflect it or remain silent, but he hadn’t. 
“You said that’s one of the only ways he gave back to his kids, that he trained you,” Zuma said, remembering the details of his life that he shared with her, Titus, and Jack last night. He’d only done it because Titus had demanded it and since then Finley hadn’t felt the obligation to share again. 
“I did say that,” he said simply. 
Apparently, Zuma was going to have to fight for every piece of information. She was prepared to do that. 
“I’m curious, how do you know how to get around without…” Zuma hesitated. The question had sounded perfectly reasonable in her head, but now it seemed cruel to ask. 
“Without being able to read?” he said, finishing the question she couldn’t. “Is that what you’re trying to say?”
Zuma’s face flushed red from her mortification. Was she going to ask him about the awful scars on his back next? She wanted to throw her head in her hands but she forced herself to remain composed. “Yeah,” Zuma said, frustrated again by the fact that he could fluster her when no one could. 
“We are taught how to get around based on geography, landmarks,” he said matter-of-factly. 
“That’s how you knew how to get to jobs?” she asked. “By descriptions?” 
“Mostly. We were often escorted by a supervisor,” he said, his voice clipped. The smile he’d started the conversation with was lost now and didn’t look likely to return.
She considered what she wanted to say next. The girl didn’t want to feel that mortified feeling again, but she also wanted information. Information that only Finley could give her. “Tell me about Knight,” Zuma said, curling her feet to the side, grateful not to be driving, but unwilling to say it. 
“No,” he said simply. 
Zuma narrowed her eyes at him. “Damn it, Finley! Why do you have to be like this?” 
His expression didn’t budge. His reaction, or rather lack of reaction, when cursed and yelled at made her boil inside. People were supposed to react. Everyone always did to Zuma, usually giving her what she wanted. She considered him for a moment and then swallowed, deciding not to be deterred. “Did Knight teach you how to do parkour?” 
“Yes,” he said after a long beat. 
He’d answered another question. That was something at least. 
“He must have a very strange teaching method,” she said, almost musing to herself. She knew how to play this game and was going to win this, she thought. 
Finley shot Zuma a look. Raised an eyebrow at her. “Why do you say that?” 
She glanced out her window with a casual shrug. 
From the corner of her eyes she spied his fingers tighten a degree on the steering wheel. 
“This isn’t going to work, Zuma, so stop,” Finley said, his voice matching his look of frustration. 
“Oh, come on, Finley,” Zuma said, turning in her seat to face him. “Knight killed a man I loved like a father. I’m ashamed to admit that I probably cared more for Dave than my own father. Please tell me something about Knight. I need to know.” 
Silence. And then she watched the micro-expressions on his face that indicated he was torn. His Adam’s apple hesitated as he tried to swallow. 
“Fine,” Finley said, his voice defeated, his focus firmly fixed on the road. “What do you want to know?”
“Tell me how he trains his kids?” she asked, holding in the shock that he was even entertaining her questions.  
Finley nodded. Swallowed. He wasn’t comfortable answering this question, but it was one of the easier ones if he was being pressured under what felt like Zuma’s unique breed of interrogation. He sighed out his resignation. “Knight doesn’t believe there’s multiple ways of doing things. Only one. His,” he began. “He trains his kids to always be observing. Taking in every single detail available. He goes to incredible lengths to teach us to become aware of what most people ignore in their environments. And he does the same thing when teaching his kids how to move. There’s an exactness to every action and we must always move in that way. Nothing done haphazardly. No movement without purpose. We are to move using precision in everything. We are to deliberate on every act. So you see, in one way, he keeps us dumb by sheltering us, while also teaching us to be incredibly critical thinkers. He takes great pride in our skills and in training us. In that way he is very similar to Dave,” Finley said and then his words abruptly ended. 
All of that made perfect sense to Zuma. It explained so much about Finley and how he operated. He’d been trained like a soldier since before he could walk. That’s how it appeared to her anyway. “Tell me more,” she said, turning more to focus on him, her knees bent and her feet slightly under her. 
The reluctance was heavy in his expression. 
“Please, Finley. Tell me what you know about Dave and Knight’s past. Titus said he was his first employee and you seemed to already know that.”
“Zuma, knowing their past may not help you with the grieving process like you think. It may be too much to process at once,” Finley said. 
“So that means you do know?” she said.
He nodded.
“Tell me,” she said. “Please.”
 He blinked several times, each one an effort to clear his mind by clearing his vision. Finally, he loosened a breath and said, “Knight is Dave’s brother.” 
“What!?” Zuma’s voice bounced off the walls of the car. 
As Finley expected, this information was probably going to make Zuma sadder, more remorseful for Dave and all he’d been through. However, Finley had to admit to himself that he didn’t own this history. And sharing Dave’s past would maybe free Finley from sharing more about himself. 
“It’s true. They were brothers,” Finley said, and hated the look of shocked sadness that sprang to Zuma’s face.
“I thought Knight was a drifter Dave found,” Zuma said. 
“Rescued,” Finley corrected. “It was Dave’s homeless brother who gave him the idea to start the circus actually.” 
How did I not know this? Zuma wondered. “His own brother is responsible for killing him?” she said in an astonished whisper. 
Finley nodded. It didn’t seem like such a strange idea to him but he had no family. 
 “Keep going,” she said. 
Finley wavered with reluctance. He didn’t want to cause her more troubled thoughts. He wanted to tell her things to ease her pain. To use his arms to erase her suffering. But that was more than unlikely to happen. He opened his mouth then shut it again, not sure what was right to do in this scenario. Give her truth or an opportunity at peace? 
“Don’t make me remind you that you owe me this information,” she said, sensing his hesitation.
He wanted to smile but he didn’t. “You just did.” 
“Finley,” she said, her voice sharp. 
He had to admit one of the reasons he was stalling was because he enjoyed every time she said his name with that edge. And in truth he just liked when she said his name. Finley cleared his throat. “Knight is actually Dave’s half-brother to be accurate.” 
“That’s why they have different last names?” Zuma said. 
He nodded. “And Knight had a drug problem. This was several decades ago.” 
“Which is why he was on the streets?” Zuma said, piecing all the information together. 
Another nod. “Dave rescued Knight when he was at his lowest. He cleaned him up, trained him, and made him the first performer for Vagabond Circus. From there the circus grew.” 
“Do you know all this from spying during dream travel?” Zuma asked, curious how he was privy to information she should have known already. 
“And time traveling a little bit and from Fanny,” Finley said. 
“She knows?” Zuma asked, not expecting this part. 
Another nod. 
“And she told you?” Zuma said. 
“She answered some questions when I asked. Fanny has been with Vagabond Circus since the beginning. Third recruit,” Finley said, trying to keep his answers honest.
Fanny was the third person recruited to Vagabond Circus? Zuma hadn’t known this either and it was a history she thought should have been engrained in her, like her family tree.  
“Like what kind of questions did Fanny answer?” she asked. 
Finley looked at her, a heavy hesitation in his eyes. “Like why Knight would curse the circus when he left it.” 
“What?” Zuma said. Her pulse thumped in her wrist. “He cursed the circus? Why?” 
Finley let out a strained breath. “Did you know Dave was married?” 
“What? No,” Zuma said, almost angry that there were so many parts of Dave’s life she was ignorant of. 
“Well, he was,” Finley said. “He’d been married for quite a few years before he started the circus. Cynthia, his wife, didn’t love the idea of him starting Vagabond Circus. Apparently she resented him for it, but he didn’t know that. He’d been running the circus for a year and it was struggling, but he wouldn’t give it up. Anyway, Cynthia became pregnant and she demanded that they quit the circus. Abandon it completely. Dave wouldn’t do it though. He wanted the child to grow up there in the circus life. And he wouldn’t give up on Vagabond Circus.” 
“That sounds like Dave,” Zuma said, a warm pride taking residence in her chest. 
Finley nodded.
“But what happened to Cynthia and Dave’s child? What happened to Cynthia?” Zuma asked, and realized the answer wasn’t going to be good. 
Finley’s expression confirmed her assumption. 
“Well, just before Cynthia gave birth, Knight went to Dave and told him he was in love with his wife.”
“No!” Zuma said, her eyes wide.
Finley nodded. “Knight told his brother that he was tired of Dave not listening to Cynthia. He told Dave that if he wasn’t going to quit Vagabond Circus as she wanted, then Knight was going to steal her away. Apparently Knight loved Vagabond Circus too but loved Cynthia more and he was tired of watching her suffer.” 
“What?! What did Dave do?” Zuma asked, her pulse still racing. 
Finley shrugged. “Dave forgave his brother. But he told Knight he had to leave Vagabond Circus and that he could never return.”
“And Knight did?” Zuma asked. 
“Yes,” Finley said, his throat going dry from the words he knew he’d have to say soon. “But Knight returned on the night Dave and Cynthia’s child was born. No one saw him but Fanny, who had stepped out of the nursery to check on Cynthia. Fanny apparently saw Knight just as he stepped out of Fanny’s trailer, where the newborn was being kept so that its cries wouldn’t disrupt Cynthia from her rest. Fanny rushed straight into her trailer to find Knight had smothered the child.”
“What? He killed Dave’s child?” Zuma said, her voice suddenly trembling from the ache that had erupted in her heart. 
Finley held up a finger to pause Zuma. “Knight then went straight to Cynthia’s trailer and told her that he’d freed her of her obligation to Dave and Vagabond Circus, and they could be together now. See, he thought that the pregnancy was what was keeping her there but it wasn’t. She was actually in love with Dave. But also with Knight. And that’s when she told him he’d killed his own child.” 
“What, the child wasn’t Dave’s?” Zuma said, horrified by all these details and also shocked that Finley was sharing so much with her. 
“No, the child was Knight’s,” Finley said, seeing the memory clearly since he’d dream traveled back to watch some of these events. “Enraged by this news, Knight then went on a rampage and began destroying the circus. Most of the employees fled. Dave confronted his brother. Tried to stop him. But Dave had no idea about the child at that point. He didn’t know that the baby wasn’t his and that he was dead. The brothers fought and Knight tore Dave up badly. If it wasn’t for Titus intervening then Dave would have been dead.” 
“Oh, my god,” Zuma said, her hand over her mouth. 
“Fanny was called to treat Dave’s wounds and when she arrived she had blood on her hands,” Finley said, his voice slow and deliberate now. He was just trying to tell a story, although it felt too personal to him. “Cynthia had slit her wrists, and the right way. She was dead. Knight, who was being restrained by some employees, broke away and apparently vowed to one day destroy the circus.” 
“That was the curse he put on Vagabond Circus?” Zuma asked, overwhelmed by all of this information. 
Finley shook his head roughly. 
“Oh, well what was it? What was the curse?” she asked. 
Finley knew he couldn’t lie to Zuma but he also couldn’t tell her Knight cursed any child who was born at Vagabond Circus. He couldn’t be the one to tell Zuma she was cursed never to be happy, so he just said, “You don’t want to know.” 
“Finley,” she said, that warning back in her voice. “Tell me. What’s the curse?” 
“I’ve given you enough information. No more,” he said. 
She twisted around in her seat. “You’re being serious?! You’re not going to tell me?” 
He didn’t respond, just sat still. 
She slapped the console between them but this produced no response from Finley. “Tell me!” 
“No, Zuma. It doesn’t matter,” he said, his lips hardly moving. Now he was berating himself for how he’d divulged this history. Finley should have known the subject of the curse would arise and Zuma would want to know about it. He’d been sloppy and now he was going to give Zuma more reasons to hate him. 
“I want to know!” she said, her voice coated with vehemence.
“Then find someone else to tell you,” he said. 
She didn’t think she could be any madder in that moment. Finley had told her so much. Filled her in on a piece of history she felt she always should have known. He’d opened up—yes, with information about other people, but he had opened up. And then he shut down right at the end, daring to hold onto one piece of the history. She didn’t want to have an incomplete understanding of what happened. And she didn’t like that Finley could so easily withhold from her. 
“Why won’t you tell me what the curse was about?” she said, her voice suddenly calmer, restrained. 
“Because I’m an asshole, Zuma, that’s why,” Finley said. 
She pressed back in her seat, suppressing the urge to argue with him further. This was just another reason not to trust him. 
 



Chapter Eighteen
“Murdered?!” The word sounded wrong spilling out of Fanny’s mouth. “Dave was murdered?” she repeated a dozen times. 
Again Titus nodded. 
She’d seen the dead ringmaster’s body with her own eyes and examined him using gloves. He appeared to have died from cardiac arrest. The forensics team confirmed this assumption, but Titus told her a different story. 
Now, Fanny stood beside Dave’s empty trailer, his body having been sent to the cremation facility. The stars were starting to wink in the Oregon sky and Fanny knew soon she’d have to release Sunshine from supervising the little kids. But not yet. The healer’s entire being was rocked with shock and she wasn’t in a position where she could care for another. 
“What are you going to tell the circus?” she asked Titus. 
“I think the less the better. If I tell them he was murdered then they will be unsettled,” Titus said, hoping the cowardly emotions he felt weren’t showing on his face. 
“But you said Jack went to avenge his murder,” Fanny said, her southern accent stronger due to her emotions.
“And you know Knight,” Titus said, giving Fanny a knowing look. “And therefore you know that Jack is doomed.” 
“Finley and Zuma will get to him though,” Fanny said, trying to sound hopeful. 
Titus blew out a long breath and ran his hand through his graying blond hair. “Yeah…” he said, his voice half defeated.
Fanny shook her head silently, new wrinkles marking her smooth cheeks. 
“What?” Titus asked, staring across the space at the woman. He hadn’t seen that look of grief on her face in almost twenty years. 
“How didn’t I know about Sebastian?” she said, her voice sounding as troubled as her eyes looked. “I had that child under my care for four months. I never once suspected he was one of Knight’s Kids.” 
“That’s only because all your kids come to you troubled,” Titus said. “Of course you wouldn’t question his hostile eyes or cold demeanor.” 
“I just thought he’d been abused and that’s why he refused to be touched,” Fanny said, her gaze distant. “I kept waiting until he was acclimated to really try and get close to him but if I had tried sooner then I might have seen this.” 
“Don’t do that to yourself,” Titus said, his voice firm. “There’s no way you could have known.” 
“But there was,” Fanny said to his surprise. “I can see so much in my kids when I try. When they allow me.” 
“But there’s no way you would have connected him to Knight.” 
“But I connected Finley to Knight,” she said. 
Titus’s head flipped up at once. “What?”
Fanny shrugged her large shoulders. “I did. We spoke about it freely one night. Finley and I.”
“But you never said anything,” Titus said, his voice suddenly hurt. 
“No, I didn’t,” Fanny said, unashamed. “I knew that Finley posed no threat. Actually the opposite. I knew he was here to help. And I knew he was protective of the circus. I didn’t know what you’ve told me, that he was trying to protect Dave, but that makes sense. I just knew he wanted to be free of Knight and that he’d found Vagabond Circus. I thought the irony was uncanny but I didn’t suspect it to have these implications.” 
Titus scratched his head, confused. “But how did you know that Finley was one of Knight’s Kids.” 
“Hmmm…” she said, musing on the question. “It’s hard to explain. It was an inkling. A hunch. You know I’m good at reading energy because of my ability to heal. I sensed the abuse in Finley, something akin to how Knight treated people when he was here at Vagabond Circus years ago. So I asked Finley one night when tutoring him and he confirmed it.” 
A look of awe marked Titus’s features. “It’s remarkable that you pieced that together.” 
Fanny nodded, keeping her eyes off Titus. What she couldn’t tell him was it was more than a hunch. She’d recognized Finley for more reasons than that. Fanny sensed his connection to Knight. It had at first been a guess based on her observations of several things. And then after speaking with Finley that one night she pieced it all together. She, and probably only she, knew who Finley truly was. But from the first moment she recognized him she knew two things: one, that she had to guard her knowledge, and two, that a strange cosmic force was operating between Knight and Vagabond Circus, as it always had.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Jack stood just out of reach of the light of the lamppost, the samurai sword strapped across his back. Finley’s directions, although lacking street names, were easy to follow, and now Jack stood staring at the graffiti-covered warehouse. His father owned a dozen or so warehouses like this in the industrial district. Jack had spent a lot of time running around them as a child. That experience gave him a thorough knowledge of the construction of these buildings. For instance, he knew the perfect way for an intruder to enter them. He’d done it a hundred times using his levitation skill. 
Jack waited for a car to finish its trek down the road dividing him from the warehouse. When it had turned the corner he sped across the road and to the alley cutting between two warehouses, both belonging to Knight according to Finley. Jack sprang off one wall and ricocheted the opposite direction, catching the fire ladder hanging ten feet off the ground. It was locked into a cage but he could still use it to climb to the top. 
Once he was at the top of the warehouse he allowed a proud smile to slide across his mouth. As he suspected this warehouse was like his father’s. They had retractable skylights. And according to Finley’s drawing the second to the left skylight would probably deposit Jack right next to Knight’s personal chamber. Jack started off in the direction of the window with a new confidence. He wouldn’t have been striding with such self-assurance if he knew what Ian knew: that Jack was never walking out of that warehouse.
 



Chapter Twenty
“Take the next exit,” Zuma said to Finley, who had the car speeding along in the far lane. 
He gave her an exasperated look. “Did you forget where you used to live? What’s with the no notice on the directions?” he said, sliding the Audi across five lanes, narrowly missing a speeding semi-truck.
Zuma, who was still fuming over Finley not telling her about the curse, ignored the stress her lack of directions created. “At the light, head west,” she said. 
Finley did as he was told. After a few miles she gave him another set of last-second directions. 
“You know if I wreck your car it’s all on you, right?” he said. 
Again she ignored him. Actually his recent “asshole” behavior made it easier to ignore him, something she’d been trying and failing at since she first set her eyes on Finley. She wished he’d do more to make her despise him. 
“My house is the second on the right,” she said, indicating a double wrought iron gate. The night had brought its darkness, but the large gas streetlamps made it easier to see the intricate details on the gate. It was decorated with cherubs and birds and leaves all made from iron. The lamps looked like something one would have seen on the streets of nineteenth-century London. 
Finley pulled the car up to the closed gate and just spied the ivy-covered mansion behind it in the distance. “This is your house?” he asked, his voice suddenly half hoarse. 
“Yeah,” Zuma said, like it was no big deal. She pointed to his driver’s side window. “You’re going to need to put in the code. It’s—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said, putting his hands over his ears. 
“What?” she asked. “What’s your deal?” 
“First, of all, do not give me the code to your parents’ house,” Finley said, lowering his hands.
“Why?” she said, her eyes squinting at him. 
“Because, Zuma, if someone ever robs their place I don’t want to be a suspect,” he said. 
“Oh, that’s ridiculous,” she said, almost laughing at him. “And they have a ton of security, anyway. No one’s robbing my house. Mom is paranoid and had a new system and upgrades put in last year after the neighbors…” She trailed away, wondering why Finley had pressed his head into the backs of his hands which were gripping the steering wheel. 
“Finley, what is it?” she said, hating the sound of worry that filled her voice. 
He pushed himself back upright. “Nothing,” he said, his voice not matching his reply. 
Zuma studied him and then shrugged off his stress. She said, “Anyway, Mom didn’t take any chances after that. The thieves who robbed our next door neighbors—”
“They stole everything,” Finley said, his voice monotone, his eyes flat.
“What? Yeah, actually. How did you know that?” Zuma said, her brain not working as fast due to fatigue.
Finley turned and looked at her, his eyes cold and also dripping with remorse. “The thief,” he said putting emphasis on the word, “didn’t even leave a roll of toilet paper in the bathroom, did he?” 
“Wait,” Zuma said, slapping her hand to her mouth. “That was you?” 
Finley nodded grimly. 
“But the Simmons’ house is ten thousand square feet,” Zuma said. “How did you do it by yourself?” 
“I’m fast, remember? And I had supervisors to help with the large objects,” he said. Supervisors were the trusted members of Knight’s crew who watched his kids while they did a job. They didn’t have any useable superpowers but they ensured the kid completed the job or suffered. And in the case of the Simmons robbery they helped Finley with the refrigerator, furniture, and grand piano. However, Finley cleared most of the possessions out of the house, teleporting back and forth between the estate and the moving trucks on the road. 
Zuma shook her head, her eyes not hiding their astonishment. 
“But your mom can rest easy that the same wouldn’t happen to her house,” Finley said. “That was a personal job. A vendetta Knight had against one of the people in the Simmons family.” 
“Oh,” Zuma said again, realizing how much about Finley’s work baffled her. And yet once again he’d drawn her to him. Just the idea he could clear a house mostly by himself in less than two hours made her dizzy. Two hours. That’s how long the Simmonses had been at dinner around the corner. Mrs. Simmons had thought she’d walked into the wrong house when she entered their family dwelling to find dust bunnies swirling across the marble floor and nothing else. And it had been Finley who had done the robbery. He was the crafty thief the police had said achieved an impressive feat and classified it a total mystery. And to her shock it didn’t disgust her in the least. In the least. He had been forced to do the job and the point that he could pull it off made her crazy for him. Not again, she thought. Zuma then reminded herself that he was still withholding information from her. That he was still a thief and couldn’t be trusted. Ever. 
“Fine, no code,” she finally agreed and opened the door. Zuma left her passenger side door open before stalking around the car, the headlights drenching her as she passed them.
She pressed five numbers and heard the familiar sound of the gates receding back. Her attention had been on that, which was why she was surprised to look up and find Finley standing next to an open driver’s side door. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“I’m not staying here,” he said, his voice full of conviction. 
“What? Why?” she asked, her heart sinking. 
He just shook his head, his lips pressed tightly together. From the ambient light of the lamppost she noticed the pain and frustration in his eyes. 
“Don’t be absurd,” she said and reached for his arm. Using his super speed he went to move away from her but her combat sense told her this and she adjusted accordingly, grabbing his forearm. Only Zuma could catch him. Only she knew what he was going to do at the same moment he made the decision to do it. He looked down at her hand wrapped around his forearm. She had no idea what her touch did to him. She couldn’t or she wouldn’t have touched him, teased him. Their eyes connected but Zuma only allowed it for a second before yanking him in the other direction. “Come on,” she said. “We had a deal. I let you drive and you stay here tonight.” 
“What about the car?” he said, indicating the car idling with both doors open in the driveway. 
“Oh, Huxley will get it,” she said, waving at the car. 
“Who’s Huxley?” Finley asked. 
“He’s our butler,” she said, like it was as commonplace as having a front door. 
“Of course you have a Jeeves,” he said. What in the hell have I gotten myself into? Finley thought as he neared the house which towered above him. 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
In the only room in Knight’s compound that was heated or cooled, a man sat. His long fingers drummed on the arm of a chair that belonged to King Louis XIV. It wasn’t that comfortable as far as chairs went but it was expensive and it had belonged to a king, and so Charles Knight thought it was fitting for him. There wasn’t a single light on in his chamber, but that never mattered. Like his brother, he had night vision and hardly needed light, preferring it dark anyway. 
A knock rapped at his door. 
“What?” Knight said, his voice more akin to a bear’s growl than a human speaking. 
The door opened a crack. Sebastian’s pale face easily registered for Knight in the darkened room. The boy’s long black hair disappeared around him though. And although Sebastian couldn’t see Knight in the darkness, he still kept his chin down and his eyes low.
“Master, as Clairvoyant foretold, he’s here on time,” Sebastian said. 
“Good,” Knight said, stretching to a standing position. He was lean and tall, where Dave had been short and round. And Charles Knight was completely bald whereas Dave had a head full of brown hair where his top hat nestled perfectly. 
“Do you want me to take care of him?” Sebastian asked, squinting through the dark not at his master but at what he was allowed to look at, the walls, the carpet, the furniture. 
“Did I ask you to take care of him?” Knight said, again his voice one long growl. 
“No, Master, I just thought—”
“Get back to your cell. I’ve got a different plan for this one,” Knight said, his voice growing with vengeful delight. 
“Yes, Master,” Sebastian said, bowing before skirting away back to the metal and concrete room where he resided. It was uncomfortable compared to his place with Fanny, but he was no one special to the caregiver. To Knight he was his most trusted and valuable kid. He was so much so that his cell was hardly ever locked. 
Knight bolted through the door to his chamber, seeing the person he’d ordered to wait outside his quarters until this moment. It was a girl of about fourteen. Like all of Knight’s Kids she was frail, and like all of his kids, she had a determined look plastered across her pale face. 
“Power-Stopper,” he called to the girl. 
“Yes, Master?” She didn’t look up at Knight but instead at the shadow on the ground the towering man’s figure cast from a stream of ambient light behind him. However, he looked at her directly, seeing her straight red hair and eager to please green eyes. 
“Are you ready to work?” Knight asked her. 
“Yes, Master,” she said, her voice strong. 
All Power-Stopper had to do was complete one more job and then she could pick a name for herself. This excited the girl in ways she’d never experienced before. For most of her life she’d been a number. Number twenty-six. Then she came into her skill and was named after it. But once she finished her one-hundredth job then she’d get to have a name. Gwendolyn. That’s what she wanted to be called. It made her feel rich.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
The front door to the Zanders’ mansion was unlocked. Finley considered turning and racing away. Zuma couldn’t catch him, but then what would he do? One day he’d have to face her. As a coward. Instead, he reluctantly followed her through the double doors. Under his feet was an intricate arrangement of inlaid marble. Above his head were three chandeliers stretching across the width of the expansive foyer. 
“Mom,” Zuma called up the double staircase, richly covered with a plush runner. “Dad,” she said. 
From the entryway, Finley could see through multiple open rooms to a sparkling pool in the back yard. The foliage-rich yard was lit by the same antique gas lampposts as those flanking the driveway. Finley had seen some incredible places. Stolen priceless items from them. But to be invited into a home of this type was a foreign experience for him. 
Zuma’s eyes shot to a side hallway, and Finley knew by the look on her face that someone must be approaching. He couldn’t hear or see any movement but Zuma always knew first when someone was nearing. Maybe she heard the thoughts of the approaching person, but it was also likely that her combat sense told her. 
From the oak-paneled hallway, a woman hurried. She was Zuma in so many ways. The same light blonde hair, the same lean build, the same large eyes, but hers were gray where Zuma’s were brown. 
“Oh, Z! There you are!” her mother said, folding her arms around Zuma. From over her daughter’s shoulder, the woman’s eyes, barely marked by wrinkles, touched Finley and she smiled at him. Her mother was taller than Zuma, but just barely. Finley liked Zuma’s height, not too tall, not too short. Her mother was model height though and probably towered over most men. 
“Mom,” Zuma said, pulling out of her mother’s arms, looking almost fragile for a moment.
“I know, darling,” she said, her voice sensitive. “Poor, sweet Dave.” She cupped Zuma’s chin. “How are you, Z?” 
“How do you think?” she said, her voice tight. 
Finley stood awkwardly watching the reunion, considering if he should still run away. 
“I know, Z. Pain is to be expected right now. Welcome it. Allow it,” she said, sounding wiser than her years made her look. 
“How’d you know?” Zuma asked. 
“Titus called. He told us we might expect you,” her mother said.
“Good ol’ Titus,” Zuma said. “He remembers to make calls that I forget.” 
“And I tried to call you, but I suspect you left your phone at the circus. It wouldn’t have killed you to take your cell phone with you,” her mother said, her voice not punishing but rather matter-of-fact. 
“It probably would have, Mom,” Zuma said begrudgingly. 
“Well, I have another phone that I want you to take.” Then the woman turned her sharp gray eyes up to Finley’s. “And you must be Finley,” she said, extending a long hand to him. Her fingers reminded him of Zuma’s. 
“Oh, right,” Zuma said, pretending she just remembered he was there behind her. In actuality, she could never allow herself to forget his presence. “Finley, this is my mom, Samara. Mom, this is the untrustworthy jerk who hid the knowledge of Dave’s would-be murderer and is accompanying me to rescue Jack from peril,” she said in one long bored breath.
“Pleased to meet you, Finley,” Samara said, not seeming to hear all that her daughter said. In truth, she was choosy with what she gave audience to, having learned this trick raising four Dream Traveler children. “Lovely name. Finley,” she said again, testing his name in her mouth. 
He wrung her hand a little sheepishly. “Your daughter, with good reason, is upset at me and I only wan—”
Samara waved him off, interrupting his words. “Oh, we aren’t going back to that little jab Z just made at you. It’s her problem and not coloring my perception of you at all.” 
Zuma let out a howl of frustration. “God, Mom! I knew you’d say something hippie-like like that.” 
Samara again ignored her daughter. “Titus filled me in completely, even sharing your history with me. I hope you don’t mind that. And I must say, what an incredible thing you’ve done escaping from Knight’s compound. I have so many curious questions for you. And I wouldn’t presume that I could judge the decisions you’ve made along the way since I didn’t face the same obstacles in life as you.” She said the entire last remark aimed at her daughter. 
“He won’t answer your questions, Mom,” Zuma said, tying her arms across her chest. 
“He won’t answer your questions, Z, but you aren’t me,” her mother said, sounding pleased. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Zuma said. 
“Oh, I know you know, but do you want me to say it out loud?” Samara said, tapping her head. 
“Damn it, Mom, get out of my head right now, would you?”
“You know that’s against family rules,” the older woman said, a picture of composure. “I’m entitled to a place in your head, as you are in mine. Complete trust in everything.”
“Wait,” Finley said. “You’re a telepath too?” 
Samara nodded proudly. 
Zuma looked off, sulking. “It runs in the family,” she said and then turned to her mom. “I told Finley he could stay in one of the guest rooms.” 
“Well, you, Finley, are completely welcome to stay with us. Our house is your house.” Then Samara swiveled her gaze on her daughter. “But I’m afraid, Z, he’ll have to stay in your quarters.”
“What?” Zuma and Finley said together. 
“The guest wing is being remodeled,” Samara said. “It’s a mess, with tarps and peeling wallpaper. Not fit for a guest at all.”
“Well, what about the other rooms?” Zuma asked. 
“They are being used. Your sister and brother are both here tonight,” she said with a shrug. 
“Then Sicily’s room. She’s away at college, right?” Zuma said. 
“You know your sister doesn’t like people in her personal space,” her mother replied. 
“Then Finley can sleep in the living room or den or theater or anywhere else,” Zuma said, her tone growing frustrated. 
“Those aren’t sleeping quarters and you know that, Z. Don’t be unreasonable, you have plenty of space in your room,” Samara said. 
“Mrs. Zanders, I really—”
“Samara,” she said, cutting off Finley. “Call me Samara please, and don’t worry. You’re probably thinking you’re a burden, but you’re not. And I’d know exactly what you were thinking if you took down that pesky shield in your head.”
His mouth popped open. He’d never met someone so bold…well, besides Zuma. It made sense this was her mother. 
“But Mom,” Zuma whined. “Finley and I can’t stay in the same room together. I’m afraid he might try something. You know what I mean…?” And Zuma tried to arrange her face into something worried, although it was a ruse. 
Before Finley had a chance to defend himself the woman laughed loudly. 
“Oh, Z, you’re such a bad liar. This gentleman gives me no indication that he’s stupid enough to try something with you.” Samara then looked at Finley. “You don’t have a death wish, do you?” she said to him. 
“No,” he said, drawing out the word. “And to be honest, I can sleep outside. I’m more worried for my safety being locked up in a room with…” He then silently indicated to Zuma with his head. 
Again the woman laughed. “Your concerns and fears are well placed. My daughter is a force and not one I ever have to fear for.” She then hooked her arm through Finley’s and led him down the main hallway. “You are a smart individual. I knew just hearing about you from Titus I’d love you and I do,” she said, guiding him down the hallway to the den, which was the size of half a gymnasium. 
“Mom…” Zuma said, walking behind them, frustration in her voice. 
“Shhh, Z, I want your father to meet the gem you’ve brought home,” she said. 
From a leather couch, a brown-haired man turned, and then catching the threesome in his peripheral, he stood and walked around the furniture and in their direction. Finley startled for a second. Zuma’s deep brown eyes stared back at him, but on a man’s face. Zuma’s father was tall. Well over the average height. His hair, eyes, and skin were a rich brown. Now Finley understood where Zuma got her olive skin and high cheekbones. Her father was South American, Finley guessed. 
“Matteo, this is Finley,” Samara said, releasing his arm. 
“Finley,” Matteo said, extending an inviting hand to him. “Welcome to our home.” 
He took the older man’s hand and was surprised by the gentle handshake as the man clapped his other hand on the other side of Finley’s. 
“Nice to meet you, sir.” 
Matteo then turned to his daughter, opening his arms wide to her. “Hey, Z,” he said and then her father embraced her, his large hand cupping the back of her head. Everything about Matteo was gentle and welcoming. When he released Zuma he had tears in his brown eyes. “Been too long, my dear Z. Too long.” 
“I know, Daddy,” she said, and Zuma suddenly sounded so young to Finley. 
“So,” Samara said, clapping her hands together once. “You two are probably hungry. You should eat and then head straight to bed. Long day tomorrow.” 
“Wait,” Finley said, scratching his head in confusion. “You know about our rescue mission tomorrow and you’re all right with it?” 
He looked between both parents’ faces as they exchanged knowing glances. 
“Oh, yeah,” Samara said. “And if that’s what Z chooses to do then she has our full support.” 
“But Titus told you about Knight, right? That he’s responsible for Dave’s death? That he’s dangerous? Didn’t he?” Finley asked, his tone increasing with his frantic worry. 
“He did,” Samara said simply. 
“Zuma could be killed though,” Finley said, deciding to be bold. 
Zuma laughed at this. “Oh,” she said, rounding on Finley. “As a last resort you thought you’d get my parents to refuse to allow me to go.” Another laugh. “Wrong parents for such a hope. My folks believe in child-led parenting. They support us in any well thought out decisions. They trust us.”
“And all we ask is a place in your mind to know you’ve thought through the decision,” Matteo said, and then he turned to Finley. “And I can confirm that Zuma has really considered this and is making a decision based on logic and thoughtfulness.”
“Wait, you’re a telepath too?” Finley asked. 
“It runs in the family,” Zuma said again. “Everyone in the Zanders family is. We’re a pack of telepaths, which makes dinner parties kind of dull for outsiders.”
Her parents laughed at this, but Zuma kept a stone expression. 
Okay, this just got weirder, Finley thought. He shook this off. “But Knight is really dangerous. You have to be worried for your daughter.” 
“Zuma has to make her own decision here,” Samara said, giving her daughter a look of pride. “It’s not ours to make. She’s close to Jack and he needs her help. I’ve had friends who needed my help before and I made the decision to go after them. How can I not expect the same thing from my daughter?” 
“And without risk, life is meaningless,” Matteo added. 
Based on Finley’s expression Zuma’s parents knew he was having a hard time understanding their philosophy. “I realize this may sound strange to you,” Samara said. “We’re used to that from people, but we’ve raised our children to make their own decisions because we have faith in the genius within them.” 
Finley all of a sudden understood that confidence that Zuma wore full time. It had been created by a trusting foundation. One that can’t be faked but only tested with life experiences. 
“Come now, Finley,” Samara said, hooking her arm back around his. “Help me fix up something for you two to eat, would you?” 
Without a way to argue, he allowed himself to be pulled toward where he was guessing was the kitchen.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Jack’s thorough knowledge of these types of warehouses granted him a special privilege. Right outside the room he was about to drop into was the panel that controlled the electricity for all of the warehouse. What Jack didn’t know was this panel was inside Knight’s private chambers, which were heavily guarded. Also he didn’t know if he could rein in the power to shut the electrical board down, thereby casting the compound in darkness. Jack’s new skill of electrokinesis was slow to come. Sometimes he could affect electricity, but the skill was never reliable. Dave had been working with Jack since the gift surfaced, but he’d been unable to draw it out completely. Jack hoped that the adrenaline of the moment would be his saving grace. Unfortunately for Jack, his ignorance of Knight, his night vision, and the man’s already dark warehouse was going to be his doom. 
The metal of the warehouse roof was cold against Jack’s ear. Inside the warehouse he heard nothing below. There was a vibration to the metal, but that could be triggered from something on the far side of the building since the material conducted movement well. Confident this was the perfect spot for entry, he slid the skylight back. It caught in several places from disuse and rust. He didn’t push it all the way open, just enough for him to slide through. A quick study of the space below told Jack that the small warehouse room was empty. Dark. It was an almost bare room, and without proper lighting he couldn’t tell what was in the space, but it smelled musty with a hint of mold. For five long minutes he stared down into the room, searching it for movement and listening for anything that would indicate someone was close by. 
Finally feeling confident that this room adjacent to Knight’s chamber was empty, he swung his legs around and dangled them down through the skylight. He secured his sword and then slipped himself through the window. As soon as he was free of any support he hovered in the air. Then gradually he lowered himself using his levitation skill. His head was now below the skylight and he was slowly making his descent to the warehouse floor some forty feet away. Out of a shadow he spied a tall figure, an ambient light reflected off its head. Or maybe it’s a ladder or shelf, Jack thought. Beside the unknown object, something moved. Something small. 
“Now,” someone said with a growl and then a little girl stepped forward. She had cold eyes and an unconcerned look on her narrow face. 
Jack, still levitating, tried to figure out which way to go. And then his levitation skill disappeared completely from him and he plummeted toward the cold concrete floor. It all happened too fast. The fall was a blur. Wind whooshing by his ears. Adrenaline spiking in his veins. A crazed fear ripping through his mind, making him tighten his muscles. And then he made impact. The collision of his body with the concrete was met by several cracks and snaps. Jack had fallen like an arrow. Straight. Legs meeting concrete first. A scream ripped out of Jack’s mouth and echoed off the metal walls. Now his legs lay in strange angles in front of him, but his eyes were pinned on the dark figure standing next to the girl. It stepped forward. Jack whimpered. 
“Welcome to my compound,” Knight said in an unwelcoming snarl. “Levitating in through the roof. Great idea. You would have made a good thief. However, my kid, Power-Stopper, ruined your almost perfect attempt at breaking in. So sorry.” Knight leaned over Jack as he spoke, no remorse in his voice. Then the man reached down and pulled the sword from Jack’s back, unconcerned for how the effort moved Jack’s broken limbs. Jack screamed out in pain as Knight yanked the cell phone from his pocket, his jeans tearing from the fractured bones stabbing through them. Coolly Knight turned and sped away. 
“Come,” he said to the child. “We leave him here.” 
The girl hadn’t watched the fall, but she did look at the broken guy now. Her green eyes lingered, a morbid curiosity in them for the moment she allowed herself to study Jack. Then Gwendolyn turned and followed her master out of the room. 
Jack reached for his broken legs. Bile washed through his mouth. And he emptied the contents of his stomach all over himself. Unable to drag himself away he lay down in his own mess, preparing himself to die. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
On the way to the kitchen, Finley spied the various family portraits hanging on the walls. Zuma was in most of them and in all she wore a forced smile. The kitchen Samara led him to was oversized and rustic. It reminded him of something one might find in a large villa in Italy. Zuma’s mom went straight to the enormous refrigerator which was disguised behind a mahogany cabinet. She pulled various fruits and vegetables from a drawer and piled them on the counter. She deposited a watermelon on a bamboo cutting board and then turned back to the refrigerator. The large, round fruit rolled a few inches on the countertop and then dropped off. Finley raced using his super speed across the kitchen, catching it just before it touched the ground. 
“Thanks,” Samara said, turning around with a satisfied grin. She then grabbed a knife from a chopping block and pointed its tip at a tall stool beside the large center island. “Sit,” she commanded. “I hope you didn’t think I was really going to make you work.” 
Finley instantly liked this woman. He felt at ease with her like the way he felt with Fanny. He’d never been around women, not that he remembered, but most of his memories were fuzzy. And the women he did remember were cold and thoughtless lemmings of Knight’s. They weren’t caretakers as much as managers, in a way. They managed the babies and children before they came of age. 
“If you don’t mind, ma’am, I’d prefer to stand,” Finley said. “Long drive and all.” 
She smiled. “Of course,” she said. “Now I hope no meat is all right with you. We’re vegetarians.” 
“That’s fine,” he said, eyeing the beautiful array of colorful vegetables in front of her. She was already working to chop the food and drop it into a salad bowl. 
“Don’t worry so much,” she said randomly to Finley like it was a part of their current conversation. 
“Worry?” he said, his forehead wrinkling. “Why do you think I’m worried?” 
“Well, it’s written clearly on that handsome face of yours,” she said, circling the tip of the knife in the air again, directing it at him. 
“Oh, well we have a big mission tomorrow. I kind of need to be worried,” he said. 
Samara laid down the knife and pulled a bottle of water from the refrigerator and handed it to him. “Where are my manners? You must be thirsty after that long drive.” 
“Thanks,” Finley said. And in fact he wasn’t thirsty at all. 
“Hope water is all right. We are pretty minimalistic in our dietary preferences. Might seem boring to some but we find simplicity lends to greater dream traveling skills,” she said. 
“Yes, I’m aware,” Finley said. Knight hadn’t really fed his kids often, but what he did feed them was simple. An upset digestive system didn’t serve gifted children well. It made for slow and weak powers. However, hungry and underfed kids still had their gifts and a motivation to use them. They wanted what was promised if they performed. Food. 
“Well, don’t compound your problems by also worrying about my daughter’s bad attitude,” Samara said and then leaned forward. “I’ll let you in on a little secret,” she said in a whisper. “Z doesn’t waste her time being mad at anyone. It’s part of her role in being indifferent. If she is mad at you then she must care for you greatly.” 
Finley considered this. Besides that immediate flare of anger at Ian, she hadn’t been mad that Ian knew about Dave’s death and concealed it. But Zuma was furious at Finley and for the exact same thing. And she’d pretty much detested him since the beginning, even before she had the reason of his involvement with Dave. 
Then something her mother said triggered his burning curiosity. “That part about her being indifferent?” 
“Yes?” Samara said, sliding her eyes up to him, her tone sounding expectant. 
“Well, do you believe in…?” He trailed off, unsure how to approach his question. “I mean, do you think it’s possible that Zuma…?” Again he didn’t know what to say. Finley felt so silly. 
She raised an eyebrow at him. “Is this about the curse? Did Dave fill your head with that stuff?” 
“Actually it was Fanny,” he said.
“Yes,” Samara said, nodding, “she believes the thing about the curse too.” 
“But you don’t?” 
“It’s not that I don’t,” Samara began, her chin turning to the side in a speculative way. “I’ve known my daughter all her life and she’s more different than anyone I’ve ever known. It’s hard to pin down why, but she’s just so full of life and completely missing something at the same time. However, I’ve tried over the years not to put much weight in the curse, because I fear that would give it power.” 
“But what if it’s true?” Finley asked. And he knew that it was. Zuma had confirmed it and he knew Knight’s powers firsthand. 
“Then exactly what am I supposed to do about it?” Samara said, no offense in the question, but rather a challenge. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” Finley said, realizing he was suddenly frustrated. “Maybe figure out how to break it. Don’t you want her to be happy?” And his eyes widened with shock. He couldn’t believe he’d just asked this woman this stupid question about her daughter. Of course she wanted her to be happy. She probably felt helpless and Finley had probably offended her, he feared. “I’m sorry. That was—”
Samara held up the knife like a finger, pausing him. And to Finley’s shock she smiled. “You know I do want her to be happy, but now I know you do too,” she said. 
He dropped his head. “Yeah, I do, even if she hates me for my mistakes.”
“That’s the mark of true love,” Samara said, the smile on her face knowing. 
“Well…it’s not like…I mean…” Finley stuttered over every word, the urge to run returning from before. And Samara wasn’t cutting him off like he wished, but rather waiting for him to construct a real sentence with a subject and verbs and pronouns. He paused and took the time to suck in a giant breath, then he said, “Tomorrow I will be confronting the man who cursed her.”
“Charles Knight,” Samara said simply, no spite in her words. 
Finley had never met someone so accepting. He could tell she went with the flow of life, trusting it. He’d seen this same trait in Zuma, a way of living without creating obstacles for oneself. It was an odd approach only because it was rare and also effective at living a happy life, if one was allowed to be happy. 
“Yes,” Finley said. “I’ll be confronting Knight tomorrow.”
“And you think you can convince him to lift the curse?” Samara asked. 
“Well, that’s the only way Fanny knows to free Zuma. It has to be the caster who removes a curse,” he said. 
Samara nodded. “That does make sense. But how are you going to get him to do that?” 
Finley shrugged. And the gesture made him seem as though he didn’t have an answer, although he did. “Maybe I can barter for it.” 
“What do you have that he’ll want?” Samara asked, her curiosity growing as the conversation progressed.
“Me. I’m his best thief,” Finley said and couldn’t believe he’d divulged the truth to this woman. He brought his eyes up to meet hers and thought she’d look pleased, but she wore a disapproving scowl. Suddenly she didn’t appear so easygoing. 
“And where is Zuma while you’re giving yourself up for her happiness?” she asked. 
Finley backed up a few steps, wondering what he should do next. Wondering what he should say to get the smile back on Samara’s face. He dumbly just bit his lip. 
“You’re going to send her to free Jack, aren’t you? And in the meantime you’ll go and free her by imprisoning yourself. Is that right?” she said as she strolled around the island carrying the knife with her, a threat in her voice. “Does Zuma know about this?” 
He bumped into a stool and then a countertop as he shuffled back away, surprised by the woman’s shifting demeanor. “N-n-no,” he stuttered out. 
She turned and stuck the knife into the watermelon sitting on the island. “As I said before, I believe in people having free choice. And in my opinion, the one you didn’t ask for, you should give Zuma the choice to decide if she wants you to make a sacrifice for her.” 
“But she doesn’t know about the curse, does she?” Finley said. 
“No, she doesn’t since I never wanted to create a self-fulfilling prophecy for her,” Samara said, her hands now on her hips. 
“Well, in my opinion that you didn’t ask for, I think that was a good call,” Finley said. “And I also think telling her what I’m planning to do will only tarnish any of the happiness that lifting the curse creates.” 
“Finley…” She said his name with that same punishing quality that Zuma had mastered. 
“Free choice, right?” he said, injecting confidence in his tone. 
Samara dropped her chin, looking almost defeated. Then she nodded solemnly and said, “Yes, of course.” 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Children lined the long concrete and metal corridor, their heads down. Gwendolyn marched in front of Knight. 
“Good day, Master,” “Hello Master,” “Glory be to you, Master,” the kids said in whispered voices as Knight marched by. Gwendolyn pictured the kids were mumbling to her as they passed. At the end of the corridor Gwendolyn moved to the side, taking the position beside Sebastian. 
“Everything is ready, Master,” the boy said, his eyes cast down. No one was allowed to look directly at Knight. No one. Not even Sebastian or even his newest named kid, Gwendolyn. 
“Good,” the man said. 
Knight turned to the fifty kids standing at attention, determined looks on their dirty faces. “Rest up, kids. Tomorrow is a big day. Tomorrow we will meet a fate I’ve been working toward for over two decades. Tomorrow we will take Dave Raydon’s greatest treasure.”
“Yes, Master,” the kids said in unison. 
And the bonus to all this, Knight thought, was that he would punish Finley. The boy who betrayed him. Sebastian confirmed it. The younger boy had seen Finley at Vagabond Circus. He’d not only escaped Knight’s compound, but he’d gone to work for Dave, his nemesis. Knight would make him suffer, but not enough to kill Finley, like he did to Jack. He needed Finley alive. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
“This is your room?” Finley said, his words coated in disbelief. 
Zuma’s bedroom was easily the size of a small house. A king-size bed sat atop a platform at the back of the room. There was a sitting area with a leather couch and an oversized armchair to the right of the bed. And on the wall where they entered were shelves of books and a writing desk. Between all the furniture was an open space large enough for him to do multiple back-to-back somersaults in. 
“This was my room. They keep it for me, although I’ve told them they don’t need to,” Zuma said, eyeing the space she hadn’t seen in quite some time. There was no nostalgia in her gaze. 
“You have no intention of ever leaving the circus, do you?” he asked, his eyes running over a stack of stuffed animals and trophies in a corner. 
Zuma looked at him, appalled. “Why would I ever leave Vagabond Circus?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe the no dating rule,” he said and then cringed internally. How had he let that slip out of him? 
“Right, well…” Zuma said, unsure how to answer that. What she couldn’t say was he was the only person in Vagabond Circus she ever really wanted and now that chance was lost. “I’ll just breed with someone outside the circus, I guess. A Middling maybe. One of my fans,” she said flippantly. “It will make for a tough arrangement, but we’ll make it work.” At other circuses most people who married were in the circus, since the nomadic lifestyle encouraged it. It was a bit unrealistic to think a successful marriage could be had between a circus person and an outsider. 
Finley narrowed his eyes at her. “Or maybe the rule will change now.” 
“Don’t get your hopes up,” she sang, feigning nonchalance, but it was growing more difficult moment by moment. That’s why Zuma decided to really start throwing wedges between them. “Hey, but if Titus does get rid of the rule, then you should totally go after Sunshine. I’ve noticed you two get on well.” 
“Zuma,” he said, a warning in his voice. “Sunshine is my friend. Don’t do this.” 
“Do what?” she said, pretending innocence. 
He shook his head at her and then studied the bedroom. “Is that the bathroom?” He pointed at a door. 
“Last time I checked,” she said. 
“Can I take a shower?” After the long drive he really needed to rinse off; maybe that would calm his nerves too. 
“Go ahead,” she said. 
“Thanks,” Finley said. And then he turned, giving her a clever grin. He decided that if she was going to be a witch to him then he’d play right back. “Just so you know, I’m locking the door. I wouldn’t want you getting any ideas.” 
Her mouth popped open with alarm. “What kind of ideas do you think I’d get?” 
He winked at her before turning around and walking off. “Oh, you know.” 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
It was no secret to Haady or Nabhi that their sister Padmal had despised Dr. Dave Raydon. It had been like this since he and Fanny adopted the triplets seven years ago. The brothers were grateful that every year Padmal stayed, even though her bad attitude never changed. 
“Do you think she’ll be any more tolerable now?” Haady asked his brother as they sat back to back in the practice tent. They were best friends, more bonded to each other due to Padmal’s need to criticize them. She loved her brothers, but they knew she also resented them. It was because there were three of them that their mother gave them up. Dave had also been aware of this bitterness and had counseled the boys, trying to help them see that each child handles abandonment differently. The brothers had turned to each other for support. Padmal had turned to her anger, harboring herself there. A ship anchored in tumultuous water. 
Nabhi threw a straight punch into the mat under them. “It’s ridiculous that she should feel better that our savior is dead. She’s a selfish bitch,” he said. 
Haady pushed away the tears that his brother’s outburst caused. Their years in the orphanage gave them hardened eyes. But both were emotional enough that it made up for their sister’s callousness. The brothers were over six feet tall and not quite sixteen. They looked almost identical although they weren’t. And both kept their dark brown hair shoulder length. Now that hair hung loose, not in its normal ponytail. 
“Maybe we give her permission to leave the act now,” Haady said, pushing the tears to his stomach. The three telekinetics had the best juggling act in the country, possibly the world. They’d been approached by many scouts, but the boys always turned down the illustrious offers, usually without Padmal knowing they were made. 
“The act is better with three. And now that Dave is gone we have to ensure that the circus stays stellar,” Nabhi said. 
“Yeah,” Haady said. “Well, then we have to convince her to stay.” 
“Well, as long as she thinks our mother is still out there trying to find her precious daughter then she’s going to be intolerable,” Nabhi said. 
Padmal was convinced that their mother was remorseful that she gave up her triplets, but more than anything that she gave up her only daughter. The young girl wanted to be the child that her mother kept. Often Padmal told her brothers that one day she’d find the woman and the two of them would be so happy together, mother and daughter. Reunited at last. She didn’t care that much for their feelings when she talked about these fantasies. The brothers had offered to find their mother with her, but their sister was against it. Padmal said when she was reunited with her mother she wanted to be the sole center of her attention, and she thought her brothers owed her this because they had each other. And more often lately the girl had been threatening to leave them and track down this woman.
“Well, then I say we go forth with the plan we’ve been discussing,” Haady said. 
“Yeah,” his brother agreed. “We will start tomorrow, but tonight we grieve the man who saved us. The one Padmal so unjustly hates, and one day she will be punished for it.” 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
When the shower turned off, Zuma knocked on the bathroom door, feeling ridiculous. She knew on the other side of the wall Finley was standing, probably drying off. “Hey, my dad wanted me to give you some clean clothes. They’re here by the door,” she said and laid them on the carpet next to the wall. It was her fault that Finley didn’t have anything with him. She hadn’t given him a chance to pack anything before they left. Zuma hardly gave him a chance to throw on his shoes. 
Zuma was just rising from laying the clothes on the ground when Finley pulled the door open. He had a plush white towel wrapped around his waist, and water dripping off his spiky hair, making it look almost black. The water also beaded on his chest. Zuma startled at the sight of him, but quickly turned and walked off. 
“Thanks,” he said, kneeling down to pick up the shirt and shorts that would swallow him. 
“Go ahead and hand me your clothes and they’ll be laundered,” Zuma said, studying the bookshelf like its contents were new. 
“No, that’s all right,” Finley said from behind the closed bathroom door. “I don’t want your parents to go to the trouble.” He opened the door and to Zuma’s relief Finley was fully clothed, the towel slung over his shoulder, his dirty clothes tucked under his arm. 
“Oh, they’re not going to do it. Ginny is,” Zuma said with a laugh. 
“She’s the maid, isn’t she?” he asked.
“We prefer to call her our housekeeper.” She pointed to the clothes under his arm. “Just stick those in the hamper over there and they’ll be sent down the chute to be laundered.” 
“Fancy,” Finley said, moving around Zuma as she made for the bathroom. 
“Not really. It’s a tube that empties out into a laundry room,” she said, not hiding the sneer in her voice. She turned on the bathroom fan Finley apparently didn’t know about to clear some steam out of the room. “So you made quite the impression on my mom,” she said, pulling conditioner and a razor from the cabinet. Since Zuma never stayed at her house, only soap and shampoo were kept in the shower stall.
“Huh?” Finley said from outside the bathroom, unable to make out all of her words over the hum of the fan. 
“My mom,” Zuma said. “She won’t tell me what you two talked about and is guarding it in her thoughts. She rarely does that.” 
Finley ducked into the bathroom, hanging his towel on the wall hook. “Really?” he said, relief in his voice. 
“What sort of lies did you feed to her?” Zuma said, pulling a clean towel from the cabinet and threading it on the warming rack. 
“I didn’t tell her any lies, Zuma,” he said, scolding her with his eyes. 
“Hmmm…” she said, walking past him and touching the door handle, trying to encourage his exit. “Well, whatever you fed her she’s taken with you.” 
Finley, taking the hint, turned to leave the bathroom. 
“She thinks I should be nicer to you,” Zuma added. 
Finley paused at the threshold and turned to her, a look of hope in his eyes. 
“Oh, don’t get excited,” she said. “I usually never do what my mom says. Actually most often the opposite.”
Zuma was trying to punish him, get under his skin. She’d been working at it all day and he had finally had enough. Finley reached out and grabbed her arm. He did it gently but it still worked to grab her attention. Zuma, of course, saw this coming but allowed it. She had been pushing him. 
“You may be furious at me, Zuma,” he said up close to her face. “You may despise me and be repulsed by me, but keep in mind that I’m still in love with you. So try to hide just a little of your hostility because it’s breaking me right now.”
Zuma drew in a breath, her nostrils flaring. How dare he throw his love in her face, she thought. How dare he manipulate her after the day she had?
“How about I help you by breaking the fingers you have so boldly put on me?” Zuma said, eyeing his hand on her. “Then maybe you won’t like me so much.” 
That’s where she was wrong. There was nothing she could do to lose his affection. Finley was cursed to love the girl who despised him. He’d tried to stop it, but every part of Finley was owned by Zuma. And just the fact that she was the only person who was skilled enough to actually break his fingers only deepened his attraction to the girl. He dropped his hand from her arm and stalked away. Zuma started the shower just after she heard him exit her room. She didn’t know where he was going, but she was hoping he hadn’t left her. He promised he wouldn’t. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Crust had partially sealed Jack’s eyes shut. Three times he attempted to open them and was deterred by the eyelashes yanking against each other, making tears swell from the pressure. His shaking hands picked at the crust surrounding his swollen eyes. When he finally opened them he wished he hadn’t. His view was of blood and waste and his broken legs, which were curled up and cracked in front of him. His jeans were soaked with his own blood. 
Jack pressed his eyes back closed. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been passed out. The skylight above him where he entered still had a night sky behind it. Knight had left him there to die, he suspected. It was a cruel death. A loser’s death. Jack didn’t know it, but after a long twelve hours, he would be dead. He pressed his eyelids firmer together. 
Right then if his consciousness was strong enough Jack would have dream traveled away, transported himself to a final beautiful setting. Have a last happy memory in this lifetime. But that wasn’t an option for the dying man. He didn’t have the focus to dream travel. That feat could only be achieved with optimal levels of consciousness and right then Jack was slipping in and out, his mind blanketed by pain. He opened his eyes and screamed out. All his pain and anguish so perfectly described in that one guttural sound. And if anyone heard him, they dismissed the sound, so used to hearing tortured screams inside Knight’s compound. 
 



Chapter Thirty
Showered and wearing a pair of brand new pajamas, Zuma sat curled up in her bed not reading the book lying in her lap. It was an old favorite, Life of Pi, and yet she couldn’t keep her focus on it. Every noise made her jump, thinking it was Finley returning to her room. She did mean to hurt him, but she was sorry for it. The look on his face when he reminded Zuma that he was in love with her and she was hurting him, cut the girl. It wasn’t fair that he could remind her of this after he’d broken her heart. In essence, he was saying she couldn’t punish him for his decisions which led to Dave’s death. That wasn’t fair, and yet he wasn’t completely wrong. She knew even if she couldn’t forgive him that every unkind act toward Finley wasn’t productive. It was bad karma. It was Zuma tearing out her own heart. 
Her eyes had fallen shut without her permission when Finley finally returned to her room. Zuma pushed to a sitting position, slightly bewildered. “You’re back,” she said, tossing the book on the bedside table. 
“Yeah, well I considered sleeping in the garden until the sprinklers kicked on,” he said and she spied the dampness of her father’s clothes on Finley. She suppressed a small grin but he didn’t notice it. 
“That’s where you’ve been? In the garden?” Zuma asked. 
Finley stood six feet from her bed, looking unsure what to do with himself as he stared around the oversized room. “Yeah,” he said, not looking at her. 
“I thought you’d left,” she said, watching him closely, waiting to see how he’d react to her words. 
He spun his gaze at her, his eyes narrowed. “What? I told you I wouldn’t.” 
She shrugged. “And as we’ve already established, I don’t know if I can trust you anymore.” 
Finley pressed his eyes shut and laid his hand across his brow, shaking his head. To Zuma he looked tired, not just tired, but bordering on defeated. 
“I made up the sofa for you,” she said, pointing to the brown leather couch now draped with sheets and a fluffy comforter. “I hope it’s all right.” 
“Thanks,” he said, dragging himself to the makeshift bed. “Yeah, it’s fine.” 
“Oh, I forgot a pillow,” she said, tossing a cushion from the other side of her king-size bed at him. Finley reached out with his super speed and grabbed it. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
Zuma turned over, unsure how she could spend a night in the same room with Finley. She’d spent twelve hours in the car with him, but he’d been so close then. Close enough to touch. Close enough she could roam her eyes over him again and again. But now he felt too far away and too close at the same time. She hated the way her emotions battled over something she’d never allow herself to have. 
When he was quiet she reached over and turned out the light, guessing he was settled on the couch. Her eyes were wide open when a few minutes later he broke the silence. 
“It’s been a hard day, but I’m never giving up, Zuma,” Finley said.
She sat up and blinked in the direction of the sofa, not able to see him. “On what? What aren’t you giving up on?” she said, thinking she didn’t want to misread what he meant. 
“On everything,” he said simply. “On earning your forgiveness, on getting you back, on making things right.” 
The ambient light from the backyard streamed through the plantation shutters, creating a pattern on the Oriental rug, but still it didn’t allow her to see his face. “Finley, I—”
“I know there’s no way that I deserve you,” he said, cutting her off, his voice a half whisper. “We make no sense together. We are so different that our involvement should be illegal, but that doesn’t change my instinct on this. I sense we’re connected, and for a reason. And I rea—”
“Stop,” Zuma said, her voice a shiver. “Please just stop. I. Cannot. Do. This.” She said each word slowly between attempts to lock in the tears. “I’m dream traveling now, okay,” she said and turned the opposite direction in the bed, yanking the comforter over her head. After less than a minute she pulled it down again, unable to breathe inside the blanket tent. 
Finley, who wasn’t as deterred as she thought he should be right then, said, “Where are you going? Dream traveling, I mean,” he added a beat later. 
“Why?” she said, simmering with emotions and afraid they’d boil over at some point. 
“Just curious,” he said. “I’m not going to follow you if that’s what you’re thinking. I feel we could use some space even if only in consciousness form.” 
After a brief silence she said, “A ranch in Oklahoma.” Zuma pulled the last memory from this location to her mind and half smiled inside. It was a feat to do over the aching pain. “The ranch is where Dave grew up and was still one of his favorite places. We had many a dream travel practices on those prairies. And this year he took the acrobats out there and we stayed in a cabin and rode horses and fished. It’s a wholesome place,” she finished, surprised by how much she shared. Zuma was furious with Finley and yet being with him under every circumstance was natural. They were connected…somehow. 
Then she heard Finley’s covers rustle as he changed positions on the couch. “Sounds great,” he said and then nothing more. 
Zuma wanted to return the question, but that would make her appear like she cared and although she did, now wasn’t the time to show it. So instead she shut her eyes and focused her conscious mind on her intended location. Within seconds her consciousness spiraled through the metallic tunnel and then deposited her under a blanket of stars and in a pasture stretching out in all directions under her feet. Everything she’d been holding inside screamed its way to the surface. For the first time that day she fully broke down. Zuma allowed every pain in her emotional center to spill out of her. She yelled in dream travel form, her voice not registering in the physical realm or scaring the cows lying several yards away. She sunk to her knees and pressed her forehead to the earth. This would be her greatest moment of weakness, her darkest hour. 



Chapter Thirty-One
From the trapeze platform Jasmine stood, hands gripping the bar. She stared out at the empty big top all around. The way the big top looked right then expressed perfectly how Jasmine felt. Empty. Abandoned. Alone. 
“Hup,” she said to signal to no one that her trick was beginning. Then she sliced through the air. As she swung back she piked just enough to clear the platform and also build her speed for the next swing. Then Jasmine flew forward again. She released off the bar at full height, tucked, and rotated. At the point that Jack was supposed to catch her from the other side of the trapeze she opened up and reached toward nothing. There was no one. No one to catch her. She was all alone. The acrobats had abandoned her and Titus refused to disclose their whereabouts. Zuma and Jack wouldn’t answer their phones. 
Jasmine didn’t feel left out, she was left out. 
And Dave… 
The acrobat fell to the net and allowed it to absorb the full force of her fall, not even popping out of the bounce like usual. 
Dave was dead. He was the first person she came out to. Her parents were gay, so it wasn’t a disclosure done out of desperation. It was because she looked at Dave living his dream and she was finally inspired to do the same. The ringmaster had risked safety, wealth, and happiness to live his truth. 
And although Jasmine’s parents would undoubtedly accept her, as they did when she did finally come out, she also knew they would worry. Her parents, Papa Joe and Papa T, had often spoken of the obstacles they had faced when they came out. Her fathers had said they were happy she didn’t have to face a life like theirs. Their honest disclosures had made her resistant to face the truth, to admit it to anyone but herself. However, when Jasmine looked at Dave Raydon she was inspired to be who she was and to be it proudly. 
The girl threw herself back on the net, her head full of fuzzy tight brown curls tangling into it. And now her hero was dead. Dead. It was so permanent. And she knew that the loss of that man would permanently lie across her heart. 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
The space around Zuma made her feel she’d been transported through time. It took several blinks of her eyes for her to remember the events that had led her to that spot. It had been many years since she awoke in her old bed, in her old home. Her body felt raw from the night of tears her consciousness had shed. Zuma didn’t like the way her heart felt, fragile in her chest, like it was a brand new shell being tossed into the violent ocean. Another day in a world where Dave doesn’t breathe, she thought as she willed herself to rise.
And then the second shock that morning for Zuma came when she pushed to a sitting position to find Finley. He was sitting on the window seat across from her bed. His elbows rested on his knees, his head bent down low, eyes on the ground. It was what she commonly referred to as the “Jack’s frustrated” stance. However, this was Finley and he looked nothing like Jack. His muscles were leaner than Jack’s, more slender, longer limbs. His hair was darker, his hazel green eyes more guarded. Finley’s face more angular, his mouth fuller. And when she looked at him she felt something, something she’d never felt for Jack. For anyone. 
Finley was dressed already in his clothes from the day before that Ginny had laundered. The mossy green shirt was reminiscent of his eyes. At the sound of her stirring Finley brought his gaze up and it startled her. There in his eyes was a new weight, one that pinched her heart. Finley had looked grieved since Dave had died, but now he had a hint of fear in his expression She’d never seen him like this, had never thought terror was something that could live in Finley since he was the model of strength. 
“What is it?” she said, scooting forward, taking her crumpled covers with her. “You look troubled.” 
“It’s nothing,” he said, shaking his head, still staring at her. And then his expression began to shift slightly. The fear remained, but an almost smile became its companion. 
“What?” she asked again, the question referring to his new expression. 
He blew out a strained breath through his mouth. “You’re breathtaking in the morning,” he said. 
At this, Zuma rolled her eyes and threw herself back on her pillows, hiding the heat on her face. “Oh, I didn’t realize you needed glasses,” she said. 
Several seconds passed where all she did was listen to his breathing on the other side of the room. If he was anyone else she could get into his head and know specifically what was bothering him this morning. Yes, it could be anything, as there were so many things to be upset about, but she wanted to know the details of his pains. Needed to know. 
Zuma pushed back up into a sitting position and slid off the bed. She then gracefully crossed the space and took a seat next to Finley on the long cushion built into the wall. The girl curled her legs up beside her and then looked at him. He was still leaning over his legs, back arched, but now his gaze sat neatly on the wood floor under his feet. 
“What is it, Finley? You look more stressed than I’ve ever seen you.” And what she didn’t say was his pain actually made her hurt. It affected her and that was a new experience for the girl. 
He pushed his elbows off his knees and sighed, sitting up, but he didn’t look at her. “I’m just mentally preparing myself for going into the compound.” 
She’d been so overwhelmed with Dave’s death and rescuing Jack that she hadn’t really thought of how hard it would be for Finley to return. And in truth she’d been too mad at him to care, but to see the weight in his eyes now demanded her concern. Finley was willingly returning to a place where for all of his life he’d been imprisoned. She remembered the scars on his back. The haunted look in his eyes when he spoke about Knight. There was no doubt he was a tortured soul and he was about to put himself back in front of his oppressor. For her. For Jack. For Vagabond Circus. 
“Tell me about Knight’s compound,” she said. 
“You’ll see for yourself soon enough,” Finley said. 
Zuma ground her teeth together, frustration knitting in her chest. Again he was staying sealed shut. And it infuriated her. How could one person bring her so many competing emotions?
Finley sat back, not hiding the perusal his eyes took over her as they slid from her curled up feet to her face. “How are you doing?” he asked. 
Zuma shook off the feeling his lingering eyes produced and pulled her legs in front of her, her feet touching the cool wood floor. “Oh, you know, just waking up to another day where the greatest man I know is dead.” She was trying to make her voice sound flippant. She was trying to be flippant, but something that severe couldn’t be treated with such frivolousness, not even in pretend. And Zuma learned that the hard way when she went to open her mouth to say something else and her throat felt like it cracked with tears about to explode from the dam inside her. She pushed up and moved quickly for her closet. Zuma couldn’t believe the torrent of tears aching to be released. They’d come on so fiercely, like a hungry dog racing toward a long-anticipated meal. 
She managed to pull the closet door shut just as her tears broke the surface. Zuma tried and failed to keep the sound of her sobs down. She knew Finley could hear them from the other side of the closet door, which was why she pulled herself to the far side. Her closet was more the size of the average bedroom with shelves lining the walls and a large center area holding drawers and jewelry boxes. There was even a window and three antique full-length mirrors. And of course the entire space was filled with clothes. Thousands of dollars’ worth of designer clothes, most never worn. 
Zuma grabbed a pair of black pants and an old black T-shirt, hugging them to her as she continued to cry. The creak of the closet door made her reflexively straighten. She listened to Finley’s steps on the plush carpet behind her. He took three before pausing, keeping a distance between them. 
“You know, Zuma, if you need somebody right now, I’m here. You don’t have to forgive me or like me for me to provide you comfort,” he said at her back. 
She pressed her wet eyes shut, trying to close herself away from his words. It was an offer that tempted her soul. Finley’s comfort. She turned, ready to reject him, but when her eyes connected with Finley’s something in her felt caught like pollen in a sheath of fabric, unable to continue its journey as it intended. 
“Come here,” he said, his voice soft, but also carrying an authority to it. 
Her feet brought her forward without her permission and she didn’t stop until she was neatly folded in Finley’s arms. He released a breath, one of quiet relief, and Zuma allowed herself to cry against his chest for several seconds. But then something happened. And they both felt it at the same time and its effects independently. Zuma’s tears ceased immediately, no gentle dissipation, but rather a quick retreat. And the dread that had lived in Finley since the trip started disappeared, replaced by a serenity he’d never known. It made him all at once believe in the impossible, hope for days of richness, and yearn for everything he never felt he deserved. He pressed Zuma firmer in to him. Her arms were still clutching her clothes to her chest and she was glad for that or she would have been too tempted to snake her hands around Finley, pulling him to her more fully. 
Their embrace didn’t feel like when Jack comforted Zuma after Dave’s death or even when her mom hugged her the night before. This entanglement of two people felt like it had the power to heal actual wounds. But that’s impossible, she told herself. There was no logical reason one person could have this effect on her. But what Zuma always discounted was that life didn’t continuously unfold in logical ways. Dave often reminded her of that. Life is full of magic and if you try and explain it all then you lose the opportunity for bewilderment, which is a beautiful thing, he often told her. The thought of Dave pressed on her heart again but she didn’t cry, didn’t need to with Finley’s arms around her. 
Zuma stepped back slightly and looked up at him, almost curious what she’d see. The girl wondered if he felt as different as she did. She hoped he did and it wasn’t just her. Finley gave her a regretful look when their eyes met, his gaze focused on a spot on her cheek. He then raised his hand and wiped away a lingering tear she hadn’t realized was there. 
“I’m sorry that I failed to protect him,” Finley said. 
And although there was grief in his eyes, for the first time since Dave’s death there was also hope, as though he now believed deep down Zuma and he could move past this. That she could love him one day. But Finley’s words had reminded Zuma of what she’d allowed herself to forget for that brief moment while he held her. She didn’t fault him for failing to protect Dave, but rather for the fact that he withheld so much information that would have prevented Dave’s death. 
“I need to get dressed,” she said, her eyes on the closet door, her voice hollow. 
Finley took the hint and nodded, the hope falling from his eyes. “Yes, of course,” he said and made himself back away from her.
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Before Dave Raydon found Sunshine she had been confused. Her father had died when the girl was ten and he had never explained to her that she was a Dream Traveler who would one day have a certain gift or two. With no living relatives, she became a ward of the state. However, the girl never lasted in any of the foster homes. No one wanted the girl who played with fire and lied about it.
Numerous times she’d been found as the only witness to a fire. And although matches or lighters were never discovered, the authorities always suspected the girl was responsible. She was obviously a pyromaniac who was excellent at disposing of evidence,
they often thought. 
Sunshine never understood any of what happened enough to explain it to the social workers. Once she had told them the fire just appeared out of nowhere. Of course, no one believed the girl with hair as black as licorice and eyes as green as the first leaves of spring. And after a dozen homes, the state was running out of options for where to put Sunshine. No one wanted the melancholic pyromaniac. She had burned down two homes, destroyed multiple closets inside other homes, and countless pieces of furniture. Her only saving grace was she’d never burned another person, but that was for the simple fact that Sunshine didn’t like people and stayed away from them. 
But then Dave found her. He’d heard of the girl who was hard to place and Fanny and he had adopted her right away. The pale girl knew the moment she set her discerning eyes on Dave that he was a good man, and yet she wasn’t sure why she knew that with such certainty. The thing was, Sunshine still hadn’t come to understand her empathesis and didn’t realize that this was what was leading her decisions regarding Dave. The ringmaster’s emotions felt sincere to her. Pure. But she only understood that as she felt good about him. She had no idea the emotions she felt when around others were theirs and not hers. 
Sunshine had not only been delivered a rough hand as far as family went, but she also had the misfortune of coming into her gifts early. At age ten she had no idea why she felt strange emotions that didn’t seem like they could belong to her. And she was incredibly scared about the fire that shot out of her at random times, but most often it did when she was examining her own troubled emotions. But then Dave had put a comforting arm around her shoulder and led her out of the foster home. It was on their drive to Vagabond Circus that the ringmaster told her that she was a part of a race known as Dream Travelers. He also told her that he suspected she was empathic and pyrokinetic. With a twinkle in his light blue eyes he told her that if she wanted she could be a star in his circus, after she adjusted, of course. 
Sunshine didn’t hesitate with her answer and she was then named the youngest performer for Vagabond Circus. That was ten years ago and the girl was grateful that Dave couldn’t read emotions because then he would have known she was in love with him. She’d been in love with Dr. Raydon ever since that first day. The ringmaster rescued her and every day after that he sought to fix Sunshine. Dave taught her how to control her skills. Under his advisement Sunshine became confident with her powers, understanding how to use them effortlessly. And she knew it was strange to be in love with the older man, her rescuer, but she also prayed that one day he’d see her differently, feel differently about her. And for all ten years she read in his emotions that he felt fond of her, but had zero attraction accompanying his feelings. And now he was dead and any chance of a passionate romance with the ringmaster was too. 
Sunshine hadn’t slept or dream traveled the night after Dave’s death. She just lay in her trailer on the ground and cried, her tears rolling down into her black mane until it was soaked. She’d felt thousands of emotions from other people in her life and she was certain she’d never felt heartbreak like hers. And the worst part for Sunshine was if Dave was dead then her chances for love were too. There’s no way she could love a man the way she loved him. 
In the morning, she was exhausted from her lack of sleep and the heavy tears still plaguing her. Still she pushed to a standing position and strode out of her trailer. The sun somehow had managed to rise over Vagabond Circus, which surprised Sunshine. Without Dave, she was convinced they’d all live in blackness. She squinted as she exited and made her way to the big top. Right then the girl needed to feel closer to Dave and the big top was the place for that.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
When Zuma exited her closet she was the perfect portrait of composure. Finley even had to question his earlier memory of her, since the girl looked refreshed and well-tempered, a huge contrast to her previous fragile state. And she didn’t even pause her eyes on him as she strolled for her door, but she did stop in the entryway and threw a glance in his direction over her shoulder. “Well, let’s go grab something to eat downstairs,” she said casually, like this had already been discussed and decided upon. 
“I’m good,” Finley said, standing by the window. His hands were in the pockets of his jeans and his eyes cast on the lawn and pool in the backyard. It looked like the grounds of a country club he once robbed. 
A frustrated sigh spilled out of Zuma’s mouth. “You have to eat, so come on,” she said, her hands on her hips. 
She was right and he knew this, but the thought of casually heading down to the Zanders’ kitchen to grab a bite to eat made Finley sick. Worse was the memory of Zuma in his arms. He kept feeling it, over and over. And what followed the memory was the idea that he’d never hold her like that again. She’d been vulnerable and he’d been there at the right time, but that was unlikely to happen again. He watched a groundskeeper in the yard trim a topiary as he worried over how to respond to her. Before he had a well-constructed answer, Zuma was in front of him, a determined look on her face. 
“We have an important mission today, Finley,” she said, her voice strict. “I need you at your best, which means you’re going to eat and you’re going to snap out of this daze.” She then snapped her fingers in front of his face. “I want you present, not off worrying, unless you care to share those worries with me, which I suspect you don’t.” 
He unhurriedly brought his gaze to meet hers. Then he gave a lazy salute. “Yeah, fine. Eat and be present. Got it,” he said with zero conviction. 
“Oh, you really know how to make everything difficult, don’t you?” she said, trudging off. 
“I do,” he said, following her out and down the stairs. 
Once in the kitchen Finley was relieved to find they were alone. The rest of the family were gone or in another part of the house. Zuma went to work filling up two bowls with cereal for them and laying out fresh fruit and milk. Finley pulled himself up to the breakfast bar on a cushioned stool and watched her. She moved absentmindedly, her brain obviously off somewhere else while her body worked on autopilot. He knew at once this was a routine she’d done a thousand times, and now he was here in her home, being served by her. It made him simultaneously happy and fearful. Soon this moment with Zuma would be over. Their time together done. Even if they remained partners, he would never have her attention, not like this. 
“Are you afraid about being caught?” she asked, taking the seat one over from him, keeping a distance she thought necessary. 
“What?” Finley said, blinking back into reality. 
“Is that why you look so lost?” she said, stirring her cereal, not looking real intrigued by the prospect of eating it. 
“Yeah, I guess, along with a thousand other worries,” he said, doing the same thing with his own cereal. Finley had never actually had cereal before. It always seemed so appealing to him packaged in its colorful boxes with catchy names. Now as he stared at the clusters of nuts and flakes he wasn’t so sure. 
“Maybe you’re just worried about Jack and me, because you can’t really be caught, can you,” she said without a question in her voice. 
“Why would you say that?” Finley asked. 
“Well, you could always teleport or race away, right?” she said, forcing herself to take a bite. 
“Yeah, but things are different when we enter Knight’s compound,” Finley said, his eyes looking without seeing. “Once inside that warehouse I can definitely be caught.” 
“That’s what I’ve been trying to get you to explain to me,” Zuma said, sounding frustrated. “How are things different there? What are we facing? How could you be caught?” 
“He has a girl, Power-Stopper, and that’s what she does,” he said. “She makes it so a Dream Traveler’s gifts don’t work. All she has to do is be around someone to stop them from having their gift. Power-Stopper patrols the warehouses continuously. That’s one of the reasons it is so hard to escape. I’m mostly powerless around her.” 
“Wait, is that what Knight calls her? Power-Stopper?” Zuma asked.
“Yeah, we’re all called by our main gift until we’ve completed enough jobs. Then we get to pick our own name,” Finley said, his voice mechanical. “I was, of course, ‘Teleporter’ for a few years.” 
“So you chose the name Finley?” she said, sounding almost impressed.
“Yeah,” he said with a shrug. 
“Oh, I wish I could have picked my name,” Zuma said with a morbid laugh. 
“I like your name,” he said quietly.
“You wouldn’t if you knew why I was named this,” she said, repulsion written on her face. 
Finley raised a curious eyebrow at her. “Well, now I have to know.” 
“My parents named all their children after where they were conceived,” she said, her face going red. “They’re really too weird for their own good.” 
Comprehension dawned on his face. “Oh, soooo…”
“Zuma Beach,” she said, nodding. “Right down the road.” 
“And your sister, Sicily,” he said, his face lighting up. “That’s actually pretty entertaining.” 
“It’s sick,” Zuma said, but kind of laughed. “So if this girl, Power-Stopper, is always patrolling, then how’d you get away?”
Finley’s eyes dropped to his uneaten cereal. “I knocked her out from behind. Apparently her power doesn’t work when she’s unconscious, which allowed me to teleport away.”
Zuma’s mouth popped open, her eyes widened, and a smile lit up her face. “What? You hit a girl?” 
“I had to if I was going to get away,” he said, shrugging. 
“How old is she?” she asked. 
“Fourteen,” he said and then looked up at Zuma for the first time. “I’m not proud of the things I had to do, but that’s what happens in situations like mine. I had to take extreme measures to get away and that involved risks.”
“Finley, I’m not judging you poorly for what you did,” Zuma said. “I wish you’d share with me more stuff, like how you got away. If I knew more…well then…I don’t know,” she said, unable to really say what she’d do if he was different. 
He studied her, curious what she meant and wasn’t saying. However, he decided not to press. Now wasn’t the time. “Anyway, you have to watch out for Power-Stopper. She’s a small redhead and if you see her, run. Her power operates at less than ten yards away, but she shares my skill of super speed, so if she catches you then you’ll be powerless.” 
“Okay,” Zuma said, and then she looked up and her face grimaced at something behind Finley. 
A girl with Zuma’s almost-white hair cruised into the kitchen, passing by Finley on his barstool. However, she halted and reversed as soon as she got a good look at him. The girl turned to Finley, giving him a seductive stare. She was shorter than Zuma and younger by a few years. And on her small frame she wore a black mini skirt and a tight tank top. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” she said, twirling her pink fingernail through the air like she was tracing Finley’s silhouette. “Hello, Romeo. What God dropped you off on my doorstep?” she said, her voice dripping with confidence. 
Finley’s eyes widened in surprise as the girl slid into the spot between Zuma and him at the kitchen bar. He craned his head around the girl and gave Zuma a look of concern. She didn’t see it as she was too busy rolling her eyes. 
“Finley, this is my little sister, Dakota,” Zuma said, no inflection in her voice. 
“Dakota,” he mouthed back to Zuma when she looked at him; there was a smile in his eyes. 
They both giggled over this. But Dakota had a serious expression on her face and her brown eyes were pinned on Finley. 
“I might be the little sister, but I’m more mature than Zuma in every way,” she said, an emphasis on the last two words. She extended a hand to Finley. “Pleasure meeting you, Finley.” 
He took her hand and wrung it lightly. “Nice to meet you too.”
Dakota’s eyes fell to their clasped hands. “Oh, rough hands. I like that. Just like Jack.” Then she turned to Zuma and said in a loud whisper, “He’s even cuter than Jack. I can’t believe it.” She said all this like it was her great fortune. 
Zuma shook her head and looked at Finley. “As you can tell, my dear sister is a little flirty. Please excuse her lack of decorum.” 
“Sooooo,” Dakota said, turning her provocative gaze back on Finley, ignoring her sister. “Are you as strong as Jack? Stronger maybe? You’re an acrobat, right? That’s why you have the rough hands? Why don’t you flex? Show me firsthand how strong you are.” 
“Do. Not. Flex,” Zuma said. Her head fell into her hands from the embarrassment. “It only encourages her.”
Pretending not to hear her sister again, Dakota said, “On second thought, why don’t you take off your shirt and then I can really compare you to Jack.” 
Zuma reluctantly brought her eyes up to find Finley looking quite amused, but his lips seemed to be sealed shut. “I don’t have to tell you not to take off your shirt, right?” she said to him. 
Finley almost smiled at her but stopped himself. 
“Speaking of Jack,” Dakota said to Zuma. “Where is the love of my life?” 
“He,” Zuma said, “has gotten himself into a world of trouble and we are going to go risk our lives today to rescue him.”
“Oh!” Dakota said, slamming a hand over her red-lipsticked mouth. “Bring him back safely. That’s the man I’m going to marry.” 
“Thanks for the concern for my well-being,” Zuma said flatly.
Again her sister seemed not to have heard her. Instead, Dakota turned to Finley, a devilish look on her face. “That is, unless you want to be my one and only,” she said to him. “We’d make gorgeous babies together.” 
“Thanks, but…I…uhh…” Finley stuttered out, spying the look of mortification on Zuma’s face. 
“Oh, I get it,” Dakota said. “Scared of commitment. Not the baby type. I can be flexible in our arrangement. Whatever you want.” 
Zuma’s senses told her at once that a certain someone was approaching. “Ohhh, good. Because this can’t get any worse,” she said and turned for the entrance to the kitchen. 
“What?” Finley asked, looking at her. 
She indicated to the entryway which was soon filled by a large man. Her brother had their father’s brown hair and their mother’s gray eyes. He was built like a Swedish shot putter though, towering over most at six feet and five inches. The guy stopped in the entryway and sized up the room with a brooding stare. 
“What do we have going on here?” he said in a deep bullish voice. It wasn’t his real voice and the way he had his shoulders held back and his chest forward wasn’t his normal stance. It was the one he used for company. “Who are you?” he said to Finley, his voice like that of an angry giant. 
Finley shot Zuma a look of concern, but the girl was just shaking her head, oozing with irritation.
“Ignore him,” Zuma said to Finley. 
“Ignore me?” her brother said, stalking into the room and straight over to Zuma. He stopped when he was towering over her and peered down at his sister with a bullying look. “You’re going to ignore your only brother? Your elder? How dare you?” he said. 
“Hey, bro,” Zuma said, sounding worn out. “How are you? Still playing the over-testosteroned-wrestler role I see. It’s sooooo cute,” she said and reached up and pinched his firm cheek. 
He stepped back from her reach, a look of repugnance on his face. Then he brought his gaze to Finley. “Hey! I’m Hudson,” he said, extending his hand. 
“Hudson,” Finley mouthed again to Zuma. He then extended his hand but before they shook Zuma reached out quickly and pressed Finley’s arm down. 
“Don’t shake my brother’s hand. He’ll try and crush yours,” she said, giving Hudson a look of disapproval. 
Hudson gave her a conspiratorial smile. “You know all my tricks,” he said, his voice still artificially low. 
“Well, you’re not too clever with switching them up, are you?” Zuma said to him. “That would take brains that I’m certain you don’t have.” 
Dakota, who had grown bored from this exchange, went to the pantry to raid it.
“You stayed in my sister’s room last night, didn’t you?” Hudson said to Finley, his voice an octave deeper now, making him sound even more ridiculous. “You didn’t try anything with her, did you?” 
“Hudson…” Zuma said, her voice carrying a warning in it. 
“Do I have a black eye?” Finley said to the man, not looking the least bit threatened. 
Zuma’s brother showed no reaction to his question. “You better keep yourself honorable around these girls,” Hudson said, waving his giant hand in the direction of his sisters. 
“Hudson, would you shut your trap and mind your business,” Zuma said. 
“No and no,” he said to his sister. 
She narrowed her dark brown eyes at him before her look switched to one of mischief. “So, when are you moving out?” Zuma asked her brother. “You’re going to be twenty-five this year. Don’t you think you should spread your bulky wings and get out on your own?” 
“I’m staying to watch over our parents in their old age,” Hudson said. 
“They’re in their mid-forties,” Zuma said dryly. “And obviously enabling you.” 
Finley jumped when two hands pressed into his shoulders. Dakota had somehow snuck back around and was now standing behind him. 
“Oh, you’re so tense,” Dakota said, pushing her hands into his shoulders again. “I can totally fix that. I have all sorts of remedies.” 
Zuma grabbed the tail of her sister’s shirt and tugged her back. “Would you keep your hands off him?”
“Why?” her sister asked, arching an eyebrow at Zuma. “Do you already have dibs on him?” 
Zuma sighed with frustration. Finley couldn’t help but quietly laugh at the ridiculousness of all this.
Again Dakota’s hands pressed into his shoulders and he didn’t know how to escape her grip. Finley gave Zuma a pleading look. 
“Oh, such strong shoulders,” Dakota said. “My, oh, my.”
“Not stronger than me,” Hudson said. Then he stepped around to the other side of Finley and swung out the barstool next to him. The guy thumped his massive elbow out on the counter and flexed his hand. “Let’s arm wrestle. I’ll beat you, like I did Jack,” Hudson said and made a grunting sound. 
Zuma slid off her stool and yanked on Finley’s arm. “Come on, I think we’ve had enough of the freak show,” she said. And she didn’t have to pull hard to encourage him to follow her. She turned to Finley when they were in the hallway and the amused smile on his face almost made Zuma laugh. “Welcome to the Zanders family, where everyone is encouraged to be themselves even if that means they’re insane.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Sunshine was furious to find the big top not empty. It was packed actually. It appeared that no one was taking the day off. They all seemed to need to be in the big top too, working, practicing, doing the things Dave supported them in. And stranger than finding the circus members all working in various parts of the big top was that they were silent. It eerily made the pain in Sunshine’s chest burn hotter. The girl could feel each person’s suffering individually and collectively. 
She kicked a chair, not caring that it startled some crew members who were sitting peacefully. None of these people understood that she didn’t just have to process her own pain, but also all of theirs. It weighed on her heart. Sunshine felt every scar that burned into her family’s hearts from this loss. 
The girl picked up the torches she used for her act and stalked over to the stands she also used. Sunshine then pulled the stands to each of their spots, inserting the torches into them when they were in place. The stands were set up on opposite sides of the ring, forming a triangle.
“You all better clear this area unless you want to be burned,” Sunshine said.
Knowing Sunshine wasn’t the bluffing type, many of the crew members clambered for the back practice tent. A few performers backed up to the far side of the big top. Only two people remained sitting in the front row staring at her with nonchalant expressions. Oliver and Padmal.
Sunshine grabbed the teal blue and neon green flag and started her act. First she lifted her hand up and a flame shot from her wrist and landed on the first torch. Most people in the audience of Vagabond Circus thought Sunshine had some sort of fire shooter attached to her arm. That’s why her costume was sleeveless and tight, to show there were zero places to hide such a device. Still skeptical adults were able to make a reasonable explanation for this part of the act. A girl couldn’t shoot and control fire. Most changed their minds by the end though. 
All three torches were now lit. Sunshine then flipped the flag between each of the torches, making them flicker from the wind. This was to show that there was nothing connecting the torches. No wires. Then she dropped the flag in the center of the ring and snapped three times, making each of the torches snuff out by some invisible source. This was followed by three swift claps from the girl. Each flame ticked back on. At this point in the act most were convinced the torches were on remotes, but that wouldn’t explain what happened next. 
Sunshine raised her hand at the first torch, and the flame rose in height. Then she dragged her hand and the flame spread in the direction her hand went, making the flame drag toward the next in a line of fire. She raised her hand and the beam of fire raised. Then it connected with the second torch. The performer dragged her hand again directing the initial flame until all the torches were connected by a line of fire. This put Sunshine in the middle of a triangle of fire, her brow sweating from the heat around her. 
In truth, she didn’t actually need the torches. They were only to ground the act in something believable. People wouldn’t be able to digest a girl producing fire. Controlling fire, yes, but not producing it. 
Sunshine was just about to move on to the second part of her act when she was distracted by Oliver and Padmal. They still sat on the bleachers, their hands clasping each other’s. Then Padmal pressed her face in close to Oliver’s and kissed him once on the cheek. Sunshine dropped her hands and the triangle of fire disappeared. She threw her finger at the couple. “Separate,” Sunshine said, her voice angry. 
Padmal looked at her and blinked rapidly. “What?” she said. 
“Separate or I will burn you,” Sunshine said, her focus on the young girl. 
Padmal gave an incredulous look to her friend. “Oh, come off it, Sunshine,” she said, waving her cappuccino-colored hand at her. 
Sunshine growled with frustration. “You were warned,” she said and then shot a neat bit of fire at the couple. They broke apart at once, Oliver moving right, Padmal left. The fire hit Oliver’s jeans, lighting the bottom of the frayed edge. He slapped at the fire, putting it out swiftly. 
“Are you mad?” Padmal said to the girl, her fists by her side. 
“No, but you must be,” Sunshine said. “You think because Dave is dead that the rules are too? No dating, remember? Do you have no respect for the man who saved your life?” 
Padmal tied her arms across her chest, her dark brown hair falling down in her face. “Dave did not save me.” 
Sunshine stomped over to the girl, towering over her. “I’ve tolerated your animosity toward Dave knowing that you were confused. He personally asked me to take it easy on you since he was aware of your feelings toward him. But he’s dead now and I don’t have to mind that request anymore. You will show the founder of this circus respect or you will leave it.” 
“Sunny,” Oliver said at her back. She didn’t turn to look at him. She liked Oliver. Knew he was under Padmal’s evil spell. She had only tolerated Padmal because of her respect for the girl’s brothers, who were sensitive and kind. But that diplomacy died with Dave. 
“You don’t have the authority to kick me out of the circus,” Padmal said, raising her chin to the girl in front of her. 
“Oh, but I think we both know I can make your life hell and I’ve got a lot of anger to direct somewhere,” she said, holding her finger up at the girl. 
“You wouldn’t,” Padmal said. 
“I just did and I will again,” she said. “Just give me a reason to set your ass on fire, Paddy.” 
“Sunshine, you’re not thinking clearly,” Padmal said. 
“No, I’m not,” the older girl said. “And that’s not good for you, so I suggest you don’t cross me. Show respect to Dave or leave. You’ve been warned.”
Oliver dared to put a hand on Sunshine’s shoulder. She did turn this time and regarded him briefly. “Sorry I burned you. It was meant for this girl,” she said, indicating the small girl in front of her. “But stay off each other or I will burn your Mohawk, Oliver, got it?” 
He nodded and Sunshine turned back to Padmal, who had a new fire burning in her eyes. 
“We all know you don’t want to be here and I’ll say what no one will,” Sunshine said to the girl. “Everyone would be happier without your bad attitude, so keep that in mind when considering the future.” 
Padmal pressed her mouth together forming a hard line, but she didn’t dare say a word. In truth, she was afraid of Sunshine and also knew the girl was right. It was probably time she left Vagabond Circus. And once she did then she could find her mother and finally be happy. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
“Is there some place we can practice?” Finley asked Zuma as they walked through the wide halls of her old home.
“Practice?” she asked, thinking he was referring to their act in Vagabond Circus. 
“Well, we need to figure out a few things for entering and staying alive in Knight’s compound,” he said, his face carrying the serious expression again, all lightness gone from his eyes. 
“Right,” she said, and his expression was contagious, making her face go slack. “That makes sense, although…”
“What?” Finley asked. 
“It just feels like we’re wasting time when we could be rescuing Jack,” she said. 
“I agree that’s what it feels like, but everything is about timing,” Finley said, stopping and turning toward Zuma. The morning light slid through the window behind her back, drenching her in its golden rays. Finley shook this off and tried to concentrate. “And Ian said we should show up early afternoon, which means we don’t leave here for at least another couple of hours. I vote we use that time to practice.” 
She nodded, seeming to agree. “Yeah, we can practice in the basement,” Zuma said and then she led him to a set of stairs at the back side of the house.
The basement wasn’t like most that were dark, unfinished, and mostly unused. It was cool like most basements, and it was also incredibly large. Finley’s face broke into a mystified expression when they stepped into the multipurpose area of the basement. First Zuma led him through a lounge area complete with tables and leather sofas. Then the pair walked past a game room stocked with a ping-pong table and arcade games, and finally through a gym area with every type of machine that could be found in the nicest of health clubs. 
Zuma continued walking until they came to a door. She opened it and the automatic lights flickered on to reveal a mirrored room with pristine wooden floors and a ballet bar installed along the perimeter. 
Zuma looked back at Finley, whose face had a look of awe about it. “Will this work?” 
“Yeah,” he said, trying and failing to understand what it was like to grow up in a place like this. 
“They use this mostly for yoga now, but it’s where I learned to dance,” Zuma offered. 
Finley nodded, still unable to digest this. He and Zuma didn’t have polar opposite upbringings. Their childhoods couldn’t even be compared. That would be like comparing a Tesla car to a soggy torn up box. They were too dissimilar to contrast. There was nothing to even relate between the two. 
Finley blinked away his confusion and looked up to find Zuma studying him. He should have been expecting this but he was so caught off guard by the strangeness of Zuma’s family life. 
“My parents don’t like to leave the house much, Mom especially,” she said in response to the look on his face. She realized that a set-up like this warranted an explanation. “They’re homebodies, about like I am to Vagabond Circus. Anyway, they put all this in to make that easier for them,” she said, a nervousness in her voice. She felt Finley’s judgments and didn’t know if they were good or bad. “Hudson spends all his time in the gym area as you might have guessed,” she said, trying to make a joke, to which neither laughed. Finally after a bout of silence Zuma said, “So, what are we supposed to practice?” 
Finley grew up in a warehouse. When he was older he was moved to another warehouse. That’s where he trained and did everything, but the metal walls and concrete floors were a stark difference to the Zanders’ house. Finley shook off the weirdness and brought his chin up. “Right, we have two things that I think we need to master so we can break in and out of Knight’s compound.” 
“Master?” Zuma said skeptically. “You gave us less than two hours to master an important skill for surviving Knight’s compound? Don’t you think we could have been practicing while dream traveling last night?”
He shook his head. “No, I think you needed time to grieve last night because being composed for this mission is important too.” 
She nodded, suddenly taken aback by how sensitive Finley could be. How had a boy raised in a factory of sorts gained such compassion? It almost appeared to her that it was inborn. 
“And besides,” he said, daring to show her a small rebellious smile, “we work better under pressure and impossible deadlines, don’t you think?” 
Zuma remembered when they constructed and perfected their first act, just under three months ago. It was the best part of Vagabond Circus and unbelievably they’d created it in only half an hour. 
“Yeah, okay,” she said. “What’s the first of these two things we’ve got to master?” 
“Teleporting,” Finley said simply. 
“What?” Zuma said, almost laughing. 
Finley strolled to the center of the studio. “The only way to get in and around Knight’s compound safely, that I know of, is by teleporting. I’m fairly certain that it’s the reason I’m the only one who has ever escaped.” 
“The only one…” Zuma said half to herself. And again she was mesmerized by the guy who stood before her. He was the only one who’d ever escaped this crazy and impossible place known as Knight’s compound.
“There’s too many traps in outer corridors. We need to be able to bypass them by teleporting.” 
“But wait,” Zuma said, shaking her head, her long braid falling off her shoulder as she did. “You think we can teleport together? That you can take me with you?” 
Finley gave a reluctant nod. “I suspect I can.” 
“Wait, what? You’ve never done this before?” 
“I’ve done it with objects and I don’t have any reason to think that under the laws that dictate my teleporting ability I shouldn’t be able to take you along with me,” Finley said, having spent most of the night considering all this. 
Zuma didn’t reply to this statement, but instead paused to consider this crazy notion. What would it feel like to teleport through space and time with Finley? It terrified and excited her. 
After a moment, Finley shrugged. “And if it doesn’t work then it doesn’t work. No harm done. I’ll teleport and you’ll remain behind outside.” 
“But then how do we get into Knight’s compound?” Zuma asked, as if she hadn’t heard his last sentence. 
“Well, then I guess we don’t and you can be the lookout,” he said with a slight satisfied grin. 
She neared him, giving Finley a sturdy look. “Then this better work because I’m not some dumb lookout.” 
He agreed with a nod. Then his light expression dropped off his face. “Okay, but you’re not going to like the procedure for teleporting, although I’m certain it’s the only way.” 
She cocked her head to the side. “Why? What does it involve?” 
“Touching me,” Finley said flatly. 
“Oh,” she gulped. Zuma had been preparing herself for something much more awful than that. “Yeah,” she said, trying to make her tone sound disappointed. “Why do I need to touch you?”
“Well, because I can only teleport with objects if I’m holding them,” he said. 
“Oh,” she said again. “So…”
“I’m going to need to hold you for this to work,” Finley said, and he tried to make his voice sound neutral.
“Fine,” she said after a moment, her tone clipped and unaffected. They had done similar things in their act, so she wasn’t sure why it was a big deal. However, a lot had transpired since then. He’d confessed his love. Zuma had accepted him only to learn his treachery and she’d then rejected him. She wasn’t sure if touching him would ever feel as it did or be something that she could do without being bombarded by a thousand competing emotions. “What do I need to do?” Zuma asked, her voice mechanical. 
“Well, it’s your thoughts,” Finley said. “Like I said, I’ve never done this with a person, but I know how it works with objects. Usually it only matters how I feel and think about them, but since you’re a thinking and feeling being I want you to be focused.” 
“Okay,” she said, drawing out the word. “What should I be thinking and feeling?”
Finley released his lip from his teeth and said, “That you’re mine.” 
Zuma paused her breathing. “What?” she finally croaked out. “Why do I have to do that?” 
“Because,” Finley said, pulling his eyes off her, “I can only teleport with that which belongs to me. I had the hardest time stealing other people’s stuff until I realized this. It’s a law of teleporting.” 
“Err…Fine,” Zuma said, her eyes on the ground, not daring to look at Finley. 
“I told you you weren’t going to like it,” he said. 
She pinned her shoulders back and forced herself to raise her chin high and fake a new confidence. Zuma was a professional. I can do this, she thought. “This is simply what we have to do. I’m fine with it. Let’s practice,” she said and walked until she was only inches away from Finley. 
Awkwardly Zuma stood looking up at him, but all he saw was the confidence she was projecting. “How do we do this?” she said flatly. 
“Well,” he said, taking a half step closer to her, “I’m going to put my arms around you now. Do the same to me.” 
She nodded. This is just business, she thought. A means to an end. A way to get Jack back. And then when her arms reached around Finley and when she finally touched him, Zuma felt a part of her chest tighten, her heart instantly reacting to the closeness, to the combination of their chemistry as it mingled. 
“Okay, now what?” she said, her eyes pinned to his chest. Zuma was too aware that their stomachs and hips and legs and arms were all touching. She felt each of his abbreviated breaths. 
“I want you to firmly believe you’re mine,” Finley said. “Erase everything dividing us, if only for doing this. For merely this moment you have to think you belong to me. You have to want to be mine.” 
Zuma tried to say something but the words caught in her throat. She nodded instead. 
“And I’m going to force myself to think the same thing about you,” he said, and she could have sworn she heard a lightness creep into his voice. 
Another nod. 
“Okay, I’m going to teleport us a few feet now,” Finley said. “If it works, it will feel strange for a bit afterwards, but we will deal with that then.” 
“Wait,” Zuma said and realized she’d tensed her arms around Finley. “Could this hurt me? Mess up my composition?” There was real fear in her voice. 
He smiled slightly, enjoying her arms around him more than he should. She wasn’t touching him because she wanted to, but in that moment he hardly cared. “I don’t think so,” Finley said. “Just relax and focus.” 
Zuma nodded, keeping her eyes on a place on his chest, unwilling to look up at him. “I’m yours,” she whispered and then closed her eyes. 
“Yes, mine,” he said in the same whisper but his tone was loaded with satisfaction. 
Then suddenly Zuma’s insides were jolted, her head exploding with an intense pressure. It wasn’t pain but rather a strange centrifugal force, like she was falling from a building. Her stomach met her throat and then she opened her eyes to blackness. She was just about to scream when she realized she wasn’t breathing, she couldn’t hear, she had no voice. No senses. And then everything detonated around her: colors, sounds, lights, smells, sensations. She felt everything at once: the ground under her unstable feet, the particles of air around her, Finley’s arms pressing her to him, her heart hammering wildly in her chest. She squinted from the acute loudness of everything in her world. 
“Hey,” he said beside her ear in a gentle voice. “Are you all right?”
Zuma focused on her breath and only then realized she’d been holding it and that’s what was contributing to the lightheaded feeling. Then slowly she attempted to open her eyes. Finley was staring down at her, a half-satisfied, half-nervous look on his face. “It jolts the senses the first few times,” he said. “Are you all right?” he asked again. 
Zuma then turned her head to the side, to the spot where they had been a few seconds prior. They were no longer in the center of the room, but rather three feet to the side. “You did it,” she said, looking at the spot where they had been and then to Finley with astonishment. 
“We did,” he corrected. 
And just then she realized that her arms were still tied around him, her fingers pressing into the hard muscles of his back. Zuma broke out of his arms with a single step backward, but then her stomach lurched and she wavered on her feet. 
“Easy now,” Finley said, moving forward and catching her with his arms again. “It’s disconcerting on the body at first. It takes some getting used to,” he said and he was grateful for the excuse to snake his arms around her again. To be what she leaned on in that moment. 
“So,” she said through a tattered breath. “It sounds like we need to practice again.” 
“Yeah, as soon as you’re ready,” Finley said. 
For a full minute the colors around her were too intense, almost unnatural. A dozen different smells overwhelmed her olfactory center. And every noise thundered in her head. And then all at once, like the dial on her senses had been turned down, everything returned to normal. She brought her head up to look at Finley, relief written perfectly on her face. He must have seen it because he said, “Are you better now?” 
She nodded, blowing out a long breath as she stepped toward him. Zuma’s hands hesitated by her side but then she brought them around his waist again and grabbed her wrist with her hand, linking herself around him. “I’m ready,” she said in a determined voice. 
“Okay, I’m going to try teleporting farther. To the other side of the room,” Finley said. 
That was roughly twenty feet away, Zuma realized. “How far can you teleport?”
“Thirty feet is about the max, which is why I still drive,” he said with a humorless laugh. “Okay, now focus,” he reminded her and she nodded, her eyes on her focal point, his chest. Zuma felt his breath just above her, so comforting and warm. She allowed her eyes to fall closed. I belong to Finley, she said in her mind. A second later the world around her exploded into blackness. Zuma didn’t feel whole anymore but rather melted into the person beside her, like they were one. It was a terrifyingly freeing feeling and the point that those two ideas could exist as one confounded every part of both their beings. Zuma could see nothing. Feel nothing. But she had a knowingness so pure and rich she didn’t question it. She was his. And the person all around her belonged to her as much as she belonged to him. They were one. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Zuma and Finley exploded into the place where he had intended, on the far side of the room. He stood steady, holding Zuma up. And then he blinked down at her, his senses back into full gear. At once, Finley realized he was holding her up. Fully supporting her weight. Zuma was slumped against his chest, her legs barely under her. He kneeled down slightly and scooped her legs up with one arm, the other cradling her back. Then he placed her on the ground and checked her breathing. It was ragged, but strong. He kneeled down closer and dared to tap her on the cheek. This had happened to him the first time he’d teleported, so he wasn’t immediately worried. From everything he could guess the consciousness sometimes delayed catching up with the body while teleporting since the two split during the process. 
“Zuma,” he whispered and tapped her cheek again. 
Her eyelids squeezed together like she was reluctant to open them. Her hands fumbled around her. Her head rocked back and forth. 
“Come on. Wake up,” he encouraged, nudging her shoulders. 
The girl then reached out suddenly and grabbed on to his hand. She shot into a sitting position and took a large gulp of air at the same time. Zuma’s eyes were wide, her chest rising and falling from the shot of adrenaline. The body instinctively knows how to get its counterpart to join back up with it. 
“There you are,” Finley said, a smile in his voice as he looked into her eyes. 
She blinked back at him, bemused. “What happened? Did I pass out?” 
“Technically, no,” he said. “Just a bit of a delay between your consciousness joining back with your body after landing. It happens.” 
Zuma switched her gaze to the other side of the room, realizing they’d done it. Then she nodded, unable to manage more than that, and that’s when she realized she was gripping his hand. The girl untied her fingers from his, realizing her palms were sweaty.
“How do you feel?” Finley asked. 
“Like my insides are tacked to the outside of my body,” she said, her face grimacing. 
He nodded, almost smiling. “Yeah, that’s normal.” 
“So what if I have that problem when we are at Knight’s compound?” she asked. 
“Then we will deal with it,” he said matter-of-factly. “But my guess is you’ll be fine. You’re a performer and so I think you’ll rise to the challenge when we’re there.” 
She nodded, pulling her legs up close to her chest, which she realized was shivering. “Okay, well, I really don’t want to do that again for a while, so now what? What’s the second thing to master?” 
He dropped his eyes, not looking forward to this part of the training. Dreading it actually. “Now I’ve got to allow you in my head.”
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
“Wait. What?” Zuma said, wondering if teleporting had messed with her ears. 
“You’re saying those two words a lot today. ‘Wait’ and ‘what,’” he said, trying to sound light. 
“You’re going to allow me in your head?” she said, pushing to a standing position. Zuma wavered a bit and as she expected Finley reached out and steadied her, his arm holding her by the waist. He waited a beat until she appeared composed and then let her go. 
“Yeah, I think that being silent at Knight’s compound is for the best, because communication between us is key,” he said with a shrug. 
“So you’re going to establish a telepathic link with me?” she asked, surprised. 
Finley had been adamant about her not being in his head for the last few months. Only the day before did he briefly take down the wall just to put it back up. But for that brief moment that Zuma was given the gift to explore parts of his mind she became entranced by it. 
“Just a link though,” he said, breaking into her reverie. “This is just for communication, so no all-access pass,” he said, sounding suddenly tense, a huge contrast to how he was when they’d been teleporting. 
“Right.” She nodded.
Most people weren’t effective at shielding Zuma from their thoughts and some, like Dave, could share a telepathic link while also keeping her roped off from the “confidential files.” Finley had the rare ability to keep her out in a way she’d never experienced before, so it didn’t surprise her that he could open a tiny door and only filter out certain thoughts. 
“But if you could have opened just this small telepathic link before then why didn’t you for training? I’ve been begging you to,” she said to Finley. 
“It just wasn’t necessary,” he said. “We work fine together without it.” 
But the truth was he had been doing everything he could over the last few months to keep Zuma at a distance and he was afraid that opening up that intimate link would tempt him too much. And then there was also the fear that once Zuma was in his head she would be smart enough to figure out how to find back doors and break into the places he never wanted her to see. But they needed advantages while in Knight’s compound, so Finley was going to take this risk, just this once. 
“Okay, so how do you want to do this?” Zuma asked, trying to hide the glee in her voice.  
“Well, I’ll begin,” he said and turned and faced her directly. With Finley’s eyes on her she suddenly felt vulnerable, not a feeling she was well acquainted with. She spied something in him shift; it was tiny but it was as if a part of his invisible shield had come down. And then in her head she heard him say, Can you hear me?

She nodded, which produced a frustrated sigh from him. 
“What?” Zuma said out loud. 
“Telepathic communication,” he said with a growl. “Respond telepathically.” Finley’s demeanor had shifted completely. He was tense and on edge, where he’d been relaxed and calm earlier. He didn’t want to do this, she could tell. 
Fine, she said in his head, and stuck her tongue out at him. 
That’s real mature, Zuma, he said in her head.

So this seems to work, Zuma thought back over the link. That was easy.

Not really, he said silently. 
She quirked a curious eyebrow at him. 
It took about a dozen attempts on my part for you to hear me, Finley communicated telepathically. 
Really? 
Yeah, my firewall is so strong it’s hard for even me to break through it, He said silently. I had the same problem the first time. 
But it’s down now? 
Yeah, he said in her mind and she sensed the frustration in his voice. 
What? Zuma said.
Just keep to the thoughts I give you when we’re linked, Finley said. 
Why? she asked. 
Because to let you into my head, I had to take down all my walls. It’s not a link, but rather an open network, Finley said. 
Oh, she said and couldn’t resist the smile that flicked to her mouth. Finley’s mind was free of any security, an open field for her to peruse if she dared. 
“Zuma!” he said out loud, his voice sharp, hostile. 
Just like that she felt the walls shoot up around his thoughts. Strong, impenetrable. Not only that, but within seconds the walls around his mind became invisible, making it so she couldn’t even sense them to find a weak spot. He was incredible at keeping people out of his mind. One of a kind. 
“I wasn’t going to go exploring,” she finally said, a mischievous look on her face. 
“Then what’s with the guilty look?” Finley asked. 
“Just intrigued by the idea that I could,” she said. 
“Well, don’t be,” he said. “Just take the messages I give to you when we’re linked, no more. Got it?” he said, his voice harsh. 
“Yeah, fine,” Zuma said and watched as he stalked from the room.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
From the top of the bucket lift Ian could see all of Vagabond Circus. The lift was usually only used inside the big top and mostly only stretched to thirty or forty feet, but Ian had controlled it remotely from the bucket and raised it to its full height. Sixty feet. He felt like from this vantage point he could protect Vagabond Circus, but he knew he was fooling himself. There was no way to fully prepare the circus for what was coming. And yet he also knew that one must weather the storm to spy the rainbows. Too bad Vagabond Circus was going to be hit by multiple hurricanes at once. And if the big top and its people survived then what came next was a gamble. No rainbows were guaranteed. 
Ian blew out a heavy breath. His powers had gotten stronger recently, just as his mother’s clairvoyance and divination strengthened as she had gotten older. It used to be that Ian had to touch someone to read their fortune, but that wasn’t necessary anymore. His visions were stronger when he clasped someone’s hand like when he’d read Dave’s and Zuma’s fortunes recently. However, now he was getting flashes of the future all the time when he was alone, not touching anyone. Things that would happen to Jack Fuller. Decisions Titus would have to make. Fates that the triplets would meet separately and together. Heartbreak Sunshine would feel. Challenges Fanny would struggle with. Experiences that would bring hope to Benjamin. And Oliver’s worst-case scenario. The doom that would fall down on the circus. Hundreds of flashes streaked across Ian’s vision all day long. It wasn’t just making it incredibly difficult to work on rig crew, but also threatening his very sanity. 
The curly-haired man lived more in other people’s futures than he did in his own present. Ian was beginning to understand why his mother went crazy. In the letter she left, his mother told him that she took her own life before the visions took her away completely. Was that where he was headed? Ian wondered. Tears swelled in his teal blue eyes and then when they reached the brink they spilled over and fell down his round full cheeks. I’m not ready to be done, he thought, feeling certain his days were running short. 
 



Chapter Forty
They left the Audi several blocks away from Knight’s warehouse. Now Finley and Zuma stood in the shadows of a neighboring warehouse, shielded from view and from the Los Angeles sun which was unrelenting even as autumn approached.
“That’s it?” Zuma said, sounding unimpressed as she pointed at a grayish warehouse. 
“What did you expect?” Finley asked, staring at the building with hordes of contempt. 
“I don’t know,” Zuma said. “There’s no gates, guards, or the pits of hell surrounding it.” 
“Knight gets by because he knows how to be incognito,” Finley said. 
“That’s a big word,” Zuma said, her tension making her almost giddy. It was a stupid thing to be right now, she thought. 
“I can’t read. It doesn’t mean I’m dumb, Zuma,” Finley said, his voice flaring with heat. 
“I’m just teasing you,” she said. “I didn’t make that joke because you can’t read. Actually if you’d quit reminding me I’d probably forget.” 
“I doubt that,” he said, his eyes still pinned on the building, seeming to study it. 
“I don’t think you’re dumb,” she said, her voice sounding tortured. 
Finley revolved his gaze on her. The late morning light made the blonde of her hair glow, the pink shimmer. “Oh, yeah, well what do you think?” 
She regarded him for a long moment, taking in the angle of his lips, which were pink and contrasted with his tanned skin. Taking in his high cheekbones and angular jaw. “I think if we get out of this alive I’m challenging you to a friendly fight. I could use the opportunity to let off some steam,” Zuma said. 
He leaned forward so they were only inches away, their noses almost touching. “Challenge accepted, and prepare now because you’re getting out of this alive,” Finley said and then grabbed her hand and yanked her out into the full sunlight. “Come on. Let’s save Jack’s ass.”
 



Chapter Forty-One
Last night Benjamin slept in Fanny’s bed. He wasn’t usually a kid who got scared. Actually as the oldest of the three kids he often checked under beds and in closets for monsters. But the newest, grossest fear had crept into his chest since he’d learned of Dr. Raydon’s death. The ten-year-old boy had had a plan. He’d held onto this dream since he was five years old and always knew his place was in Vagabond Circus as a performer. Now the only thing that he ever wanted felt close to slipping away from him. Titus had said the circus would go on, but how? 
Benjamin now worried. People flocked to buy tickets to Vagabond Circus because Dave had a reputation. He was an incredible ringmaster and usually signed autographs for at least an hour after every show. How could anyone replace that? How would anyone want to? That top hat wouldn’t fit anyone else. Without Dave there was no ringmaster and without a master-of-ceremonies the circus was cursed. 
And where were the acrobats? The first show was in two days and without the ringmaster or the acrobats the circus would crumble. Benjamin just knew it and this terrified him. He felt he needed to do something. Something to save the circus. But he was only a boy without the ability to dream travel and he didn’t have one of the gifts that went along with it. He felt powerless as he cringed in Fanny’s unmade bed. She had left to care for the other kids hours ago but Benjamin couldn’t move. He was frozen by grief. 



Chapter Forty-Two
Can you hear me? Finley said over the telepathic link he’d opened in his mind for Zuma. 
Yes, she said and she was careful to just take the messages he pushed at her. Still, she could sense remnants of other parts of Finley’s mind. It made her feel guilty since she knew he didn’t want her exploring his mind, but it was impossible not to also pick up on other pieces of him. It was like trying to catch a fish without also catching a bit of water. 
This is important, Zuma, he said in her thoughts. 
She just blinked back at him, waiting for him to continue.
You have to listen to me when we’re in Knight’s compound, he said in her mind. Don’t argue with anything I tell you. My orders are the law, okay?

She nodded, but that apparently wasn’t enough for him. 
Zuma, he said in her mind, an angry edge to the telepathic message. 
Yes, she said back to him. 
Finley’s eyes were soaked in reluctance and also, strangely, a solid determination. He’d avoided telling her who he was and now he had to show her where he came from. It was the last thing on Earth that he wanted to do and yet there was no way around it at this point. All right, are you ready? he said, and held out his hand for her. 
Yeah, she said, swallowing down the tension lacing her throat. 
Zuma stepped forward, not taking his hand but rather guiding both hers around his waist. It was an intimate gesture but was only supposed to have a utilitarian purpose. We’re only this close to teleport, she thought. He reciprocated by threading his arms through hers and then around her back. Finley pressed Zuma firmly to his chest. He drew in a long breath. 
I love this girl with my entire being, he thought, forgetting that they were linked. And although he hadn’t sent the message to Zuma she still felt it shimmer from his open thoughts. Even though she only sensed it like an inkling of an idea, she knew Finley well enough to know he’d really had that thought. She found she was smiling into his chest. It was an uncontrollable expression she couldn’t push away.
Let’s go, she said in her mind to him. 
 
 



Chapter Forty-Three
The pair landed in a long concrete corridor. It was dark, but light from the outer warehouse rooms streamed in at angles. The smell of mold and decay assaulted Zuma’s nose at once. Then she felt the slump of Finley against her body and looked up suddenly. 
What is it? she said in his mind, sensing his fatigue like it was her own. 
He stood taller and shook his head, dispelling the worry. It’s nothing, he said to her. Finley was lying and she saw it in the micro-expressions on his face and shoulders, but decided to ignore it. 
He dispelled the fatigue. Finley’s eyes were sharp, taking in the dark space around them. It was empty. Doors lined the area, all bolted shut and coated in a layer of rust. 
Now what? Zuma said, stepping back from Finley, but he tugged her body back close to his. 
Something’s wrong, he said in her mind, his senses trying to decipher the stillness around him. 
Wrong? How? she wondered to him. It’s perfectly silent.

Exactly, he said. There are no sounds. 
What should we be hearing? Zuma said over the link.

Kids, he said simply. 
You mean the sound of suffering, she said. 
His harsh eyes flashed on her. Zuma, I told you only to take what I give you.

I’m sorry,
she said, still holding onto him. It was so strongly laced in your message. I didn’t steal it. 
He dismissed her and stepped away, breaking their embrace. We’re going to walk instead of teleporting for a bit. I have to figure out what’s going on here and it may not be safe to appear in one of the interior rooms. If the kids aren’t here then they are probably in one of those central spaces, he said. 
And that’s where Jack’s being kept? In the center of the warehouse? she said in his mind. 
Probably, he answered.
So if the kids are all there too what does that mean? 
It means we’re screwed, Finley replied back, a look of real worry in his eyes. 
 
 



Chapter Forty-Four
The long concrete and metal corridor reminded Zuma of the storage facility where her parents kept their skis and snow gear. There were doors that swung open, but most were the roll-up kind. And at the bottom they were secured with combination or keyed locks. The corridor darkened where it turned and then there was another long row with doors. 
Finley moved with his shoulders tensed, but Zuma spied the fatigue again written in his every move. 
What’s kept behind these doors? she said in his mind. 
He paused and turned and looked at her with an expression that said, “How haven’t you guessed this yet?”
Kids, Finley said plainly. 
Oh, she said, and then her eyes were suddenly bolted with a tortured expression. Three times she tried to gulp down whatever was suddenly lodged in her throat. Finally when she did she pulled her gaze forward.
They began to move again at a pace that filled Zuma with a foreboding dread. Farther down the corridor she spied something dark overhead. The girl halted, realizing it was an object hanging from the ceiling. She squinted through the darkness trying to discern what it was and if it was one of these traps Finley had warned her about. He halted, realizing she wasn’t at his side. 
What is it? he said silently.
Catching the line of her vision he turned back to figure out what she was staring at. Zuma spied his muscles in his back shiver slightly. It’s nothing, he said but his voice had a coldness to it. He reached out and tugged on her. Stay close.

As Zuma neared the object she realized it was a chain hanging from a beam. The sudden breath she sucked in made Finley spin around to face her. Her eyes were pinned on the concrete under the chain which resembled a noose. The gray concrete under it was stained red. 
Finley’s eyes rested on the faded stain and then pulled away. Come on, he said in Zuma’s head. 
She didn’t budge. What happens here? she said, pointing at the menacing chain. 
Finley didn’t look at it. It’s where Knight makes examples of kids who don’t follow orders.

He hangs them there? Zuma asked. 
Yes, but not always by their neck. It depends, Finley said over the link. 
Depends on what? Zuma said, her voice frantic in his head. 
Finley sighed visibly. On how well they endured the first two rounds of punishment. 
Two rounds? Zuma asked. 
Yes, this is the third round. We’re supposed to be strong and withstand punishment without being affected, Finley said matter-of-factly in her head. 
You mean without crying? Zuma said. 
He nodded. 
So if a kid cries? she dared to ask. 
Then they move on to the next round of punishment, Finley said simply. 
Oh. Were you ever hung up there?

He shook his head. I was never moved past round one.

Zuma bit down on her lip. In her mind she saw the three long scars that covered Finley’s back. Did he receive those in round one of a punishment? And how was it that he didn’t show an emotion as he was whipped? Zuma was suddenly breathless. She could hardly believe how strong Finley was, but he was real. Real and beautiful and stood right in front of her with haunted eyes. 



Chapter Forty-Five
Zuma and Finley stepped without making a sound through the corridor. They rounded a corner and Finley tensed. He stopped and Zuma, sensing it, paused just behind him. She could smell him, the scent of soap mixed with his chemistry. It alone twisted her stomach and she hated it. 
Something isn’t right, he thought. 
What do you mean? she said.
There’s not the normal guards, he said. There’s no traps. None of the ones left to catch a kid trying to escape. 
Isn’t that a good thing? Zuma asked. 
I don’t know, he said, sliding up to an open door, and then using his speed he whipped his head around the corner and then back. It’s clear, he thought and she sensed the unease in the statement.
Why is that weird? Zuma asked. 
Because for one, the door is open. And secondly, usually there’s at least five kids in that room, he said.
That room? she countered.
All of these rooms, he said silently. 
She stepped around him and entered the eight foot by eight foot space. The concrete floor was stained with red and yellow and brown in places. There were cuffs on the wall held there by chains. 
Is this where Knight puts the children when they disobey? she asked, pointing at the chains. 
Finley, who was just behind her, nodded his head sharply. That’s round one, he said. 
Again Zuma’s mind forced her to imagine Finley chained in a place like this. Whipped. And forced not to make a sound from the punishment. You spent a lot of time in a room like this, didn’t you? she asked him, not sure if she could bear the answer, but knowing she needed to understand. More and more she needed to know his truth, the one he held onto and hid in his mind. 
Yes, he said simply, his eyes on the cuffs. His teeth furiously biting into his bottom lip. 
I don’t understand, Zuma said in his mind. This is where he punished kids, five at a time?
No, this is one of the rooms where Knight keeps kids, five at a time. Punishments can happen anywhere, Finley said, pulling his gaze away from the wall. 
Wait, you lived in this room or one like it? she said, rotating on her feet, noticing how bare the space was. There was nothing in it, just drains and chains. No beds, no possessions, nothing.
Finley nodded and Zuma wasn’t sure how one movement could traumatize her soul. This room wasn’t a place where a child should grow up, crowded beside four other children. 
How long each day were you in here? she asked, again needing to know more about his pain. It was a sick necessity, but she wasn’t whole without it. 
It depended. I was kept in a room like this when not training or stealing, Finley said and now his eyes were on her, watching as Zuma soaked in this information. His history. 
Her eyes roamed over the walls, which were cold and covered in dirt. Since when?
How long did you live in a place like this? she asked. 
Since I was seven, Finley said over the link. I spent ten years in this room or others like it with various other kids. He moved us around so we didn’t form friendships, not that anyone was really friendly. 
Zuma felt weird having this conversation when there was a mission and so much uncertainty in this place, but Finley didn’t appear to be rushing her away since the compound appeared deserted. And he was finally answering her questions. It was like he was forced to be face to face with this place. So Knight just locked you in a room when you weren’t working, knowing you couldn’t get away? she mused in her mind, half to herself. 
Actually we never knew when it was locked or not. That made it so we were always trying the door, hoping he’d unlocked it. That’s why I thought the corridor was too quiet. Usually you’d hear the doors of several rooms being tried over and over again, Finley said. 
Zuma wondered at once what that would sound like. It would be a cacophony of rattling and never ending based on the number of doors and rooms. Finley must be haunted by the rattling of doors in his head. She would be, if she was him. 
At random times, Finley continued, Knight would take off the lock and we could eat if we could find the food somewhere hidden in the compound or go to the bathroom if we could find the key to it, Finley said. 
Knight played cruel mind games on them. Locked kids away, punished them for not being strong enough, and made them constantly pursue a locked door until it released. The way Finley grew up wasn’t digestible to Zuma. But she knew he was telling the truth. 
He has to be stopped, she said. 
I agree, Finley said in her mind. But right now I have no idea what’s going on here. I think there’s people still in the compound somewhere, but I don’t know where and I don’t know why these rooms are empty. Maybe they’re all in the large training area or somewhere else for a special purpose, but something isn’t right.

And then, as if cued, the door at the back of the corridor slammed open.
 



Chapter Forty-Six
With super speed Finley yanked Zuma behind the swinging door, covering her body with his own. He pinned her to the wall, guarding every part of her with a piece of himself. She felt his heart galloping in his chest. His face right up against hers was warm. His pulse in his neck beat wildly. 
Shhh, he said in his mind. 
The open door at his back blocked him from view of anyone in the corridor. Through the crack between the door and the wall, not much could be seen in the blackened hall. And then the sound of bare feet marching through the hallway drew closer. It was a rhythmic sound. One foot and then another slapping against concrete. Again and again. A chorus of feet. But no other sounds. 
Zuma sucked in one of Finley’s breaths since he was so close, his eyes trained on her. 
What’s going on? Zuma said in his mind.

I don’t know, he said back. 
Are those kids? she asked.

Yes.
Where are they going? 
Maybe through the corridor to the open warehouse, Finley said silently. Or maybe filing back into these rooms. 
Her eyes widened at the thought. 
She grabbed onto Finley’s waist with a new urgency. Just in case we need to teleport, she said. 
He nodded and slid in closer to her. I won’t teleport us, though, until I have to, since I’m not certain that where I’ll be moving us will be safe. Let’s just wait, Finley said.

Zuma agreed with a nervous nod. 
The sound of feet marching beside them in the corridor outside their room continued. Finley waited for the last of them to file into the room they occupied since it was at the far end. He prepared himself to do whatever it took to protect Zuma. And still he didn’t understand why the kids were being moved. The sound of the feet started to fade. This signaled Finley’s adrenaline to ramp up. His time to act would be any second. And he couldn’t count on the kids assigned here to keep quiet when they saw Zuma and Finley hiding there. Keeping secrets was punishable by extreme measures. He’d have to knock the kids out if Zuma and he couldn’t make it out by teleporting, which was doubtful to him based on his energy levels. And they were so deep inside the warehouse. All Finley could do was move Zuma and himself to another potentially dangerous room. Finley didn’t feel absolutely prepared for what would come next. These strange, off-routine happenings in Knight’s compound were throwing him off entirely. 
He slid in near to Zuma, sucking in a breath of hers. She pulled him in closer, wrapping her arms tighter around his waist. She made him feel strong. Motivated him in new ways. Get ready to move at any moment, to teleport, he said in his head. 
She nodded, her face brushing his. He knew she was only this close due to survival, but it didn’t matter. And then the last of the feet passed their open door. And to Finley’s shock the marchers continued moving down the corridor. Away. 
Finley leaned back to hear better, his face showing his confusion. 
What is it? Zuma said. 
I don’t know. They sound like they were just passing through, Finley said back over the link. 
Passing through to where? What’s on the other side of here? Zuma asked. 
A lot of rooms. The garage. Training rooms. Torture rooms. An exit. Finley said all this matter-of-factly like he was checking off the areas in his head. 
The sound of the feet dissipated almost entirely. Then a door slammed shut. Zuma jumped, pulling Finley closer to her. 
Sorry, she said, looking up at him. 
He smiled into her hair. Don’t be.

She studied his focused eyes, only two inches away. 
We should stay out here for a few minutes. See if they come back or anyone else comes through, Finley said. I think we’re safe here if we stay quiet.


She nodded as he took a step back, taking his hands off her. Zuma then pushed herself off the wall, glad not to be touching it. The girl pulled her hands from his waist. She pinned them by her side where he had his. Finley was still close, a few inches separating them. 
Are you all right? she asked, again spying that fatigue in his eyes and dripping from his features. 
He nodded, the sharp look more pronounced on his face right then. 
I want to say something, Zuma said.
He tightened his eyes on her. Go on.
Zuma took a breath, trying to loosen the tension in her chest. I don’t understand everything you’ve done, especially the things revolving around Dave’s death, she said and watched as his eyes fell with defeat. But now at least I know why I wouldn’t understand, Zuma added.
He lifted his gaze, a look of surprise on his face. Then Finley arched an eyebrow at her. What does that mean? he asked. 
Finley, I can’t even begin to understand how you grew up here, she said, motioning to the concrete room. But more unbelievable is that despite all of this that you grew up in, that you became you.

This was what he’d been avoiding since the beginning. Showing Zuma who he was and where he’d come from. I don’t want your pity, he said, his eyes haunted. 
And you don’t have it, Zuma said, not deterred by the sudden frustration overwhelming his thoughts. I’m not trying to tell you that I feel sorry for you. I’m trying to tell you that you’re incredible. 
Finley angled his head a little, as though trying to understand her better by looking at her from a different vantage point. 
Zuma lifted her hand, hovering it just beside his face. When he didn’t move away she pressed the backs of her fingertips to his hairline. I’ve been drawn to you from the beginning, she said, taking her hand and sliding it along the side of his head. He stayed focused on Zuma even as she sewed up the space between them. And she realized she’d been nearing to this place since the beginning. To the place where she loved Finley despite it all. Now that makes sense to me, she said in his head. After seeing where you came from and who you’ve become under the worst circumstances, it explains it all. You’re the most remarkable person.
Well, it doesn’t explain it all actually. It doesn’t explain why I’m so drawn to you, Finley said.

No, I guess it doesn’t, she said. And you’re going to have to figure that out for yourself.

Are you going to give me a chance to do that? Finley asked. Most of his attention was on Zuma, but he was still listening for noises in the corridor. 
She didn’t answer his question; instead, she slid one hand around his neck and the other to the side of his head where she caressed her fingers over his temple. Now that you’ve allowed me in your head I sense more complexity than I thought was possible. You have a lot that goes on in there, she said. More than anyone else I’ve ever known. 
Does that mean you forgive me? Finley asked. 
Zuma shook her head. No, but maybe if you allowed me in your head more often then I’d come to understand you better and that might help the forgiveness process, she said and knew her words were right. Zuma needed to understand Finley. If she knew how he worked, the intimate parts of him, then she might be able to move past the mistakes he’d made. 
He leaned over, relishing that she was touching him willingly. Pulled her into him. They needed to move soon but he had to have this moment, especially because danger surrounded them and trailed on their next move. 
Zuma, to have you in my head scares the hell out of me, Finley said silently. His eyes shifted between hers, a new intensity in them. But if it will bring you back to me, then I’ll allow you in my thoughts in small doses.
She slid her hand around his neck as he pressed his lips to hers. His firm mouth opened the well inside her as it had done the first time he kissed her. There was no mistaking it, Finley’s kiss had a visceral effect on her. It was the first time that she ever felt something akin to joy, if only just an ounce. It had been the only time that happiness was a tangible possibility, even if still out of her reach. Zuma kissed Finley with a slow grace, indulging in the way he made every part of the act feel sacred. And when he pulled away she went with him, making a place for herself in his arms and against his chest. He tugged her in once more, before pulling away completely. 
Finley cupped her head in his hands and stared deep into her eyes. Thank you, he said in her mind. Thank you for giving me a chance, however small. I don’t even mind that it’s reliant on something that terrifies me. As long as I have a chance.
Zuma found her hands were back around his waist. It felt so natural to pull him closer. She only responded with a nod, her chin moving in his hands.
He pressed his mouth to hers once more. Our time waiting is up, he said in her head as their lips touched. It’s time to move.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
With an open palm and extended arm, Titus slid a mound of papers and Dave’s laptop to the ground. They rained and then dripped over the edge of the tabletop housed in the shared office. It actually wasn’t a shared space anymore. The miniature big top was now Titus’s office. Only his. 
I don’t want to do this alone, he thought, pinning his head between his shaking palms. He didn’t want to run the circus. He didn’t want to hire a new ringmaster. And he didn’t want to bury his best friend.
From the ground a dozen crumpled pieces of paper stared back at Titus, reminding him of the numerous times he’d been defeated that day. Each crumpled bit was a failed attempt at a eulogy speech. It was too soon to write it, he reasoned. However, the creative director had too many things to do. Whereas the rest of the circus had one more day off to grieve, Titus had to figure out how to keep Vagabond Circus going. That speech had to be written, and many more for a new ringmaster to recite in the opening act. 
If Titus were Dave then this would have been easy, but the irony of that idea wasn’t lost on Titus. If Dave was here none of this would need to be done. And still Titus knew even with how defeated he was he couldn’t give up. Even if the weight on his shoulders broke his back then he’d have to get up and keep going. He would die before he failed Dave’s circus, his circus. 



Chapter Forty-Eight
When Finley had confirmed that the hallway was empty he allowed Zuma to follow behind him.
The group of marching kids had moved in the opposite direction from where they were headed. Finley couldn’t explain why the kids had gone to the eastern side of the warehouse, but he also thought it meant the innermost corridors would be somewhat empty. However, Finley still expected that he’d have to confront Power-Stopper and Sebastian in the area right outside Knight’s chamber. That’s where they were when not patrolling. And he suspected that Jack was being held in the rooms next to that chamber. Knight believed in keeping the defenseless kids stationed as far away as possible from his private rooms. However, Knight usually kept dangerous prisoners close to him. And the inner corridors had been the spot on the map that Finley had said was a perfect place to station oneself to sneak up on Knight. That’s where he now suspected Jack was being held, if he was alive. 
Still, something was wrong in the compound. It had never been this quiet. Finley reasoned that Knight had moved everyone to where the surrogates and “nursery” were located. Maybe they were having a meeting in one of the large rooms. Finley would find out soon. 
Stay here, he said to Zuma when they came to a corner. 
She agreed with a silent nod.
Using his super speed, Finley sped to the end of the hallway, expecting he’d have to sneak up on Sebastian or Power-Stopper. He was prepared to knock them out from behind, using his speed to gain the advantage on them. However, again he found the area empty. There was usually a guard there. At least a supervisor or two. Finley didn’t get it. His mind clouded from his observations. To Finley, the compound not crawling with its usual oppressed children looked strange, like a haunted house which appeared ominous without divulging its details. 
Finley slid his ear to the first door that usually held a prisoner. Nothing. He sped to the next door. Again no noise from within. Only the dead made no noise, but Ian said they should show up at early afternoon to be successful. And apparently Ian was rarely wrong. But maybe this was one of those times and Jack was in fact dead. The last door stood at a dead end and backed up to Knight’s chamber walls. Finley slid his ear to the door and listened. Gurgled, heavy breaths echoed from within the room. That had to be Jack. Finley hoped it was.
He returned to Zuma as soon as he’d confirmed the area was clear of guards. 
Well? she said in his mind. 
He shrugged. I don’t know where everyone is.
It’s empty of guards and traps though.

So it’s clear ahead? That’s a good thing,
right? Zuma said.
Maybe. I just don’t like it. Something is different and that can only mean something is wrong, Finley said.

Not necessarily. Maybe Knight moved the kids for a simple, non-troublesome reason, she said, wanting to make Finley feel better. The strange, confused look in his eyes hurt Zuma. 
He shrugged. True. The kids could be next door. 
Has that ever happened? she asked.

A memory flicked to Finley’s mind and with it, it brought a look of relief. Yeah, a time or two we’ve been moved in large groups for vaccines and medical checkups. 
You got checkups and vaccines? Zuma asked, the idea confounding her brain. Why would Knight torture kids and then take care of them? she wondered to herself.
Of course we did, he said. Sick kids can’t steal.

True, she said. There were so many more questions pouring through her brain, but she knew this wasn’t the place for it. They needed to act while they had the chance. And Finley had seemed to relax once a logical reason for the kids’ absence had been presented. 
However, what Finley didn’t divulge in his information was that Knight didn’t supervise these trips to the adjoining warehouse, and that meant he’d probably be in his chamber. Power-Stopper and Sebastian must be chaperoning the kids, Finley reasoned. That’s why, on this rare occasion, there were no guards in the hallway. If Finley’s assumption was correct then Knight was all alone and sitting on his throne in his chamber, just down the long corridor. 
The dim light in the hallway was insufficient for what Finley needed, but it was all he had. He took this moment to study Zuma, to memorize her features in the dark corridor. He couldn’t allow her to see the heartbreak going on in him or she’d grow suspicious. But still he had to say his final silent goodbye to her. One day, if he was ever freed from Knight again, he would return to her, but he knew that was unlikely. Knight would keep a tighter grip on him now. 
Finley said an inaudible farewell to Zuma, not in his head, but rather in his heart. 
Okay, let’s go, he said, tugging on her hand. 

 
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
Something wasn’t right about Finley all of a sudden,
Zuma thought as she stalked behind him. She didn’t like the way he had looked at her when he’d returned from scouting. It was one of those looks of regret, of quiet reluctance. However, being back in the place he’d worked hard to escape could be the reason for the stress. 
At the end of the corridor Finley cast a narrowed glance to the right. 
Is that the way we’re going? Zuma asked. 
No, he said in her mind. That’s the direction to Knight’s chamber. No matter what, stay away from that area. There was a new conviction in his words. 
She narrowed her eyes at his back. Why would he say that? Wouldn’t Finley be with her at all times? Zuma then turned her gaze in the direction of Knight’s chamber. All she could make out was a long hallway with a door. If she was Dave and had his night vision then she would have been able to see details. However, Zuma still turned away with a lackluster feeling from the space that was supposed to house a dangerous man. 
This way, Finley said, tugging her to the left. Suddenly he moved with a renewed confidence, one he hadn’t had since he entered the compound. At the end of the hallway he paused. 
Jack is in there, he said when they stopped in front of a rusty door locked with only a simple bolt. Still it could only be opened from the outside, trapping the person behind the door. 
Zuma stepped forward, her being vibrating with adrenaline. They were so close. They were alive. And they were about to rescue Jack. Okay, well let’s get him out, she said in his mind, her words a rush. 
Finley reached out and stopped her, his hand clapping down on her arm. His eyes were as cold as the metal walls surrounding them. 
What is it? Zuma said, suddenly worried. Will there be a trap in there? she asked. 
I don’t think so, Finley said.

Then why the hesitation? Zuma said silently. The stare Finley was giving her suddenly scared the girl. Something about him frightened her, like once again she wasn’t sure if she could trust him. He had shifted, but only enough for someone with her powers to recognize. What’s going on, Finley? she said. 
I need you to go in there alone, he said over the telepathic link.

What? Why? Are you guarding the door? Zuma asked.

No, he said, knowing he couldn’t lie to her, but he also didn’t want to elaborate. If she knew the truth she’d stop him. Finley knew that. And he had already worked up the nerve and had to follow through. This is important, Zuma, he said, his eyes on hers and his mouth unmoving. After you get Jack out of there, take him straight for the exit. It’s two hallways away from where we entered. 
What? Zuma said, her eyes wide with shock. Where are you going? 
Don’t worry about that. Just go straight to the car and leave after you get Jack, Finley said. Don’t wait for me.
You’re leaving me? Zuma said so loud in his mind, the words almost hurt his ears. 
Yes, he said, wincing from the vibration of her frantic thoughts. 
You can’t do that, she said, reaching out for him, but he withdrew too fast. Then he held his hands up to stop her. 
You promised to listen to me when in Knight’s compound, remember? What I tell you in here is the law, Finley said in her head.
She studied him for a long moment, unable to compute this turn of events. Finally she gave a reluctant nod. But tell me what you’re doing. Where are you going? she asked. 
He didn’t answer but instead turned to the wall at the dead end, his back toward Zuma. 
“Finley!” she said out loud, her voice vibrating off the walls around her. He didn’t respond, because right then he had already disappeared. Finley had teleported away. 
 
 



Chapter Fifty
Finley had left her. Zuma couldn’t believe it. She was now trembling with anxiety. Why would he leave when they were so close to rescuing Jack? Where had he gone? He sounded like he didn’t expect to return, but how could that be the case? Zuma failed to understand anything that had just happened. And she was most confused by why Finley abandoned her after the moment they shared full of such tenderness. He loved her. She knew that with certainty. But he’d left her…
With a shaking hand, she pulled back the rusted bolt. It hesitated several times, catching as it slid back. The door croaked when released. The smell of something sour and bitter ripped from the space like it was trying to find freedom after being held captive. A squeal echoed when she pulled the heavy metal door back. Zuma paused, searching the corridor behind her, certain the loud noise had traveled through the warehouse and would soon alert someone of her presence. But she had just screamed aloud as well. If there was someone to hear her in the corridor then they had and they were on their way. Nothing stirred in the hallway; the same black just hung in the long space, masking it from full view. Zuma turned back to the door and dared to pull it all the way open, the groan of its hinges growing louder as she did. Then bright light arrested her eyes, which had been adjusted to the dark interior of the compound. Sunlight streamed through the skylight overhead and illuminated the contents of the small concrete and metal room. Zuma sucked in the scream trying to escape her lungs as she covered her mouth from shock and the putrid smell. 

 
 



Chapter Fifty-One
Finley planned to surprise Knight. He was certain this strategy would only help his case, which he had been turning over and over in his mind all morning. That had been one of the main reasons he’d been so adamant that Zuma stay corralled to only the thoughts he offered. 
When Finley snuck up on Knight, the man would be furious at him. He’d try to punish Finley by getting in his head. That’s when Finley would unveil his secret: that Knight’s ability to create excruciating pain in others’ heads didn’t work on Finley. This new knowledge would give Knight pause, since it would be a first. That’s when Finley would seize his chance and make his case to Knight. He’d threaten to escape if he didn’t do what he demanded. He’d broken out of Knight’s brainwashing and it no longer worked on him. He didn’t care if he was cursed by the man. And Finley knew how to dream travel and already had proven he could escape. The only way Finley would stay as one of Knight’s Kids was with Power-Stopper hovering beside him at all times or by sheer will. Knight couldn’t afford to lose Power-Stopper full-time. The man would have to lift the curse from Zuma. That would be the deal. If he lifted the curse then Finley would promise to serve Knight for as long as necessary. This will work, Finley thought as he teleported into Knight’s personal chambers.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
Oh God, Jack, Zuma whispered in his mind. 
She raced forward, not knowing how to make her final approach to him. Was he dead? Passed out? Zuma could hardly tell. Her friend lay on the stained concrete floor, his face red and sunburned from the sunrays spraying down through the skylight. Jack’s lips were blistered and his eyes swollen shut. And the part of him she could barely force herself to look at was his legs. They were mangled in different directions. Bloody bones protruded from one of his jean pant legs. Everything about the acrobat was an unnatural arrangement. The way he lay. The way his legs were stretched beside him. And the mess under him.
Trembling, Zuma crouched down, her hand covering her nose and mouth, shielding it from flies and the smell of rot. Zuma steadied her hand with a firm determination and pressed two fingers to Jack’s neck. 
For a long beat there was nothing, just the feel of clammy skin under her fingers. She pressed the tip of her fingers into his neck more, firmer. Again she felt nothing. And then it came. Bump bump. A long pause followed by another bump bump. The rhythm of his pulse was sluggish and weak. Nonetheless Jack was alive, but only barely. 
“Jack, can you hear me?” she said out loud, her voice echoing off the walls.
He didn’t stir, only lay with his head angled at the sun overhead. 
Zuma looked around. The room was bare, just like the other one she’d seen. Drains and chains lined one wall. That was it. 
When her eyes returned to Jack she felt almost crippled by grief. He was broken in so many ways and it tore at her insides to look at him like this. How much he must have suffered over the many hours. And she needed to get him out. Get him help. But she didn’t know how. Finley left her and now Jack was passed out and badly injured. If she had Jasmine’s super strength then she’d be able to carry him to safety. But Zuma couldn’t lift him from the ground where he lay, let along carry him out of there.
She reached for the phone in her pocket, only to find that as Finley had warned, it had zero reception inside Knight’s compound. “Damn it,” she said in a whisper. 
Again she stared down at her friend, wondering how she’d come all this way only to fail him. And then she caught the tiniest of movements under Jack’s eyelids. 
Zuma, he said in her head. His eyes still closed. His voice faint. 
Her heart unleashed a series of wild beats. “Yes, Jack,” she said out loud, crouching down next to him and taking his bloody hand in hers. “I’m here,” she said, her voice echoing out of her aching throat with a moan. 
Help me, he said in her mind. His two words were hugged by a frantic terror that coated her heart in agony. 
She dropped her head and pressed back the tears. I’m trying, she said in his mind. Just hold on, Jack, please.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Blackness greeted Finley’s eyes when he teleported into Knight’s chamber. He knew Zuma was on the other side of the wall rescuing Jack. She was so close and also forever far away. The look of horror mixed with disbelief on her face when he said he was leaving her was still burned into his vision. He couldn’t dwell anymore on how he’d hurt Zuma, though, not when he needed to focus on saving her. 
Finley stood frozen, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the black. He knew from spying on Knight during dream travel that the man often sat on his throne in darkness. It was on the far side of the room. Most times Knight appeared to Finley to be pondering new ways to maintain control of his kids. Now it confounded the acrobat that talented children allowed themselves to be imprisoned when they could escape if strategic. But that was the power Knight had over his kids. He was their father. Their earliest memory. The one who gave them life and often took it. Children can defy their parents if they want, but usually they don’t. 
And although Knight’s mind control didn’t work on Finley he always knew he could easily be cursed. It had been the only power the man had over him for the last year. He’d watched countless times as Knight deposited the authority into his words followed by a look full of intention. Knight had mastered the art of lacing the right ingredients together to create what people saw as curses. It was complicated. A deliberate focus was clearly the main element. And Finley knew Knight had to be in the presence of the person he was cursing or he had to be in the location the curse was tied to. And each time after Knight uttered a curse Finley had watched as a healthy child was stripped of their gifts, their health, or their mental faculties. And that was their punishment all because they went against Knight. Too many times he’d seen this happen. But now Finley didn’t care if he was cursed by Knight. He’d lose his powers if he could save Zuma. And still Finley was taking the gamble that he was too valuable a thief for Knight to curse. The man cursed those who defied him, but not those who were great assets. 
What Finley didn’t know about curses was what they cost the caster. It was a universal law that couldn’t be negotiated or flexed. Nothing in this world was free even in the magical realm. Everything cost something and not only that, but the power a curse stole had to go somewhere. And although the power to curse a person stole Knight of his very life force, the man didn’t care. Knight knew what his curses cost him, although he was unaware where the health and gifts he took went. And for Knight his life force was a currency worth paying to get what he wanted: complete compliance. 
The room around Finley took shape as his eyes adjusted to the almost black. He took cautious steps around the furniture he could barely see outlined in his vision. Then his eyes swiveled to Knight’s throne. His heart sank. Charles Knight was gone. His throne was empty. 



Chapter Fifty-Four
A solid hour passed where Titus sat in the front row of the big top listening to nothing but the sound of his own breathing. How had he expected anyone would show up to audition for the role of ringmaster? No one in their right mind would try to fill those shoes. Dave was the perfect ringmaster. Not one person could compare to his charisma or the ability he had to prime the audience for the unbelievable show that Vagabond Circus delivered. To take that job would be a curse because that person would never be as good as their predecessor and always compared to something unobtainable. 
And that left Titus in an impossible situation. He had to have a master of ceremonies. There was no way Vagabond Circus could survive without one. And yet he had zero idea how to find one if no one was willing to audition. Titus could go out and recruit from the streets but that would take time. Time the creative director didn’t have with the next show advertised to start in two days. They couldn’t delay any longer than that. He already had to cancel three days of shows without giving an excuse. Since Vagabond Circus had an extraordinary reputation and had never canceled a show before, it had gone over without complaint. However, Titus knew he couldn’t stall any longer than he had. The show had to go on. And the creative director hadn’t yet made a public announcement about the ringmaster’s death. Titus was certain that when people found out that news, venues would cancel shows fast enough to put the circus in bankruptcy overnight. Maybe the public didn’t need to know the ringmaster was dead. 
Titus threw his head into his hands. He had to come up with something or the circus was doomed. 
From the side entrance he heard the sound of the vinyl flap of the tent being moved. He kept his eyes down, unsure if he could stomach watching a poor audition and then having to inform the person they weren’t right for the position. 
A flash triggered his attention. It was a small flash but one he was acquainted with. He couldn’t understand why it would be happening then though. Titus looked up and his breath tied a knot in his throat. The impossible was erected before him. In his teal blue suit and neon bowtie stood Dr. Dave Raydon. He smiled, his bushy mustache twitching like it did when he adorned a wide grin. It tightened the creative director’s chest. How much he missed that smile, and those honest eyes. He never thought he’d see the image before him again. 
The ringmaster lifted a white gloved hand and pulled the teal blue top hat off his head. “Welcome to Vagabond Circus,” he said in a voice Titus had sorely yearned to hear. 
Titus smashed his top and bottom molars together. Flared his nostrils. Held back the grief waiting to vent from his chest. “Stop it, Oliver,” the creative director said. 
Dave’s image flickered before Titus like a bulb that was about to go out. For a second he was transparent. 
“Stop it, Oliver!” Titus repeated. 
And instantly the illusion of the deceased ringmaster disappeared. Titus shook his head before Oliver turned for the entrance. 
The boy with one brown and one green eye stood in the entrance of the big top staring at him, a look of defeated remorse on his face. 
“I just thought…” Oliver said and trailed away, his voice sounding hoarser than usual. 
“I know what you thought,” Titus said, pushing to a standing position and trying to shake the well-crafted projection out of his head. He strode in the illusionist’s direction, stopping when he was a few feet away. “It was a thoughtful idea, but there’s multiple reasons it won’t work,” Titus said, trying to make his voice sound logical, rather than weakened by the vision still spinning in his head. 
“Because Dave is dead?” Oliver asked. The boy was just a few months shy of sixteen, but he had the maturity in his eyes of someone twice his age. Titus always appreciated that about Oliver. It made him intriguing with his hip style and eyes that should belong to someone with a more serious appearance. It was a strange juxtaposition. 
“No, not because Dave is dead actually. No one really knows. Only the authorities and the members of Vagabond Circus,” Titus said. “I’m just afraid that even with lots of practice you won’t be able to sustain the illusion of Dave.” 
“I know my illusion flickered, but I was nervous,” Oliver said, dropping his head so all Titus saw now was his spiky black Mohawk. 
“The illusion did break,” Titus said. “And if that happened during a show we’d be in a lot of trouble. People don’t flicker. They don’t become transparent. And they can touch objects in the physical realm. What happens after the show when kids want autographs and we refuse them? That would be against everything Dave has ever done.” 
Illusions, as they aren’t real, can’t hold objects, or in this case a pen to sign a piece of paper. And Dave was well known for signing autographs and taking photos with fans after each show. If he didn’t then the reputation of the Vagabond Circus would be tarnished. Titus knew this. 
“And the other reason this idea won’t work is that creating a projection of the ringmaster would zap you of your energy. Oliver, you would definitely be too drained to do your own act as magician. What is Vagabond Circus without a magician?” Titus asked. 
“And what is Vagabond Circus without a ringmaster?” Oliver said. 
Titus sucked in a breath, pressing his hand to his brow as he shook his head. “I know. But I can’t lose you in your role.” He looked straight at the boy. “Thank you for the thought, but this just won’t work.” 
“What are you going to do then?” Oliver asked. 
“The only thing I can do. I only have one option at this point,” Titus said. He gave the boy an earnest expression, one that didn’t hide his true fear. “It looks as though I’ll have to put on my own top hat and take the role of ringmaster.” 



Chapter Fifty-Five
Zuma startled before striking a fighting stance when Finley entered Jack’s cell. He was both relieved to be back in her presence and also greatly disappointed that he hadn’t found Knight. What was the point of having Zuma if he couldn’t make her happy? He was cursed to love a girl who no matter how he tried was doomed to be indifferent. 
Zuma’s chest rose and fell from her spike in adrenaline as she realized it was Finley entering the room and not an approaching attacker. She narrowed her eyes, hurt. “Where did you disappear to?” she said, her tone sharp. 
“Nowhere,” Finley lied. He rushed forward, taking the spot next to Zuma’s side, staring down at Jack’s mangled body. “Oh, Jack,” Finley said, kneeling down and studying his figure. 
“He’s not dead,” Zuma said. Now wasn’t the time to confront Finley about abandoning her, but an opportunity would present itself. Presently, all her attention needed to be on getting Jack out of the compound and getting him help. 
Finley’s eyes studied the room in that way Zuma guessed was instilled in him by Knight. He had an incredible way to critically take in a space and make decisions. She’d noticed it from the beginning. Zuma watched as Finley’s chin tilted up to the ceiling and his mouth popped open. 
“He tried to levitate in,” Finley said. 
“What?” Zuma asked, turning her head up to peer at the skylight forty feet up. “And then they beat him?”
“No, he wasn’t successful with the levitation. He probably fell from the ceiling,” Finley said. 
“Oh, my God,” Zuma said, seeing it in her mind and hating the visual. It made her stomach convulse with a violent shiver. “Power-Stopper,” she said, piecing it all together. “She stopped his ability to levitate. She did this to him.” 
“Exactly,” Finley said. 
“Can you teleport him out of here?” Zuma asked, circling Jack, her feet careful to avoid the blood and other fluids around him. 
Finley shook his head, remorse written on his face. “I don’t think so. For one, he’s passed out and his consciousness may not be willing like yours was to move with me. And then also I’m too…” He sucked in a breath, pausing his words. They weren’t ones he liked to associate with himself, not in any sense. 
“You’re too what?” Zuma said, sensing the hesitation swimming in Finley’s eyes. 
His lips twitched to the side. “I’m too weak,” he said and immediately busied himself studying Jack. 
“All the teleporting earlier,” Zuma said, figuring it out. “It zapped your skills, didn’t it?” 
“It depleted my energy to use my skill more than I’m used to,” he said, his eyes on Jack. Finley’s head turned to one side and then the other, like he was computing an equation and the body before him was the exponent. 
Now Zuma understood that drained appearance she’d see on Finley. It had looked all wrong on his face. Finley appearing weak was like the sun rising in the middle of the night. These things just didn’t make sense. 
Finley then kneeled down and went about carefully arranging Jack’s unbroken and broken limbs so he could pick him up. Zuma noticed that he didn’t even grimace when one of the wrecked legs made a squishing sound as he moved it. She had no idea how he managed the look of composure as he worked using his super speed and also a thoughtful gentleness. Finley drew in a deep breath and then, securing a hold around Jack’s armpits, he picked him up and slung him over his shoulder, firmly wrapping his arm around Jack’s hips. 
The acrobat’s legs were draped over Finley’s shoulder, soaking his shirt in blood. Jack’s head hung upside down on Finley’s back. It didn’t look like a comfortable arrangement, but it appeared to work.  
“Wait,” Zuma said, halting Finley from moving forward. “Are you strong enough to do that?” 
He gave her a conceited smirk. “I’m too weak to teleport more than one person through solid walls, but I can carry this guy all day long.”
She nodded, grateful Finley was there and taking Jack to safety. 
“Come on. Let’s get out of here before Knight and his kids decide to return,” he said and turned for the exit, managing Jack’s unconscious and broken body easily.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
Twice Fanny had tried to encourage Benjamin to eat. However, the ten-year-old refused each offer. Tiffany and Emily kept checking on him, poking their wide eyes around the door to Fanny’s room. They never said anything but the boy sensed they just wanted to ensure he was still there. Still breathing. Tiffany had always been notorious for checking on him in the night, saying that she was afraid he’d spontaneously stop breathing just as her grandmother had. That was the reason the eight-year-old girl had become a ward of the state at age five. Her grandmother had full custody of the girl since her parents chose a life of loud concerts and illicit drugs. When the old woman died there had been no one else to care for Tiffany. 
Benjamin raised his chin each time one of the girls checked on him. He didn’t want to make them worry, which he expected they were. He just couldn’t will himself to get out of bed. All day and night and day he’d occupied the crumpled sheets of Fanny’s bed. The longer he stayed there, the harder it seemed it would be to remove himself from it. Each hour brought more thoughts that troubled him. He worried for the future of Vagabond Circus. For his own future. And then he also grieved for the life that was lost, Dave’s life, and his own. Never would he be a star in Dr. Raydon’s circus. He might be a performer, but not for the illustrious ringmaster, the best master of ceremonies in the world. It had been the boy’s dream and it was gone. 
And now Benjamin was certain that the only other dream he ever had was just as unlikely to happen. Since the boy had met Dave, when he and Fanny adopted him from the orphanage, he’d admired the older man. From that moment on, he wanted to be just like Dave Raydon. The boy wanted to have the charm that the ringmaster had. He wanted to make people feel good about themselves. He wanted to change the world, just as Dr. Raydon had done. 
Feeling small and worthless and absolutely hopeless in that moment of loss, he wrapped his arms around his tiny body. “I wish I was Dave,” he said, pressing his eyelids together, pushing out giant tears. And then a pain so intense ripped through the small boy’s form. Benjamin opened his mouth to scream; however, nothing came out but a loose gurgle. His bones vibrated from something inside of him. His muscles felt like they were being stretched. They spasmed like a thousand charley horses were assaulting his body. His bones cracked and overextended and moved. This must be a hallucination from not eating or sleeping, he thought through the pain. But in truth the very grief which had planted Benjamin in this depression was also responsible for bringing him his dream traveler gift early. However, the boy would not understand what was happening for a little while longer. Presently, he was owned by the pain, a slave forced to endure the strange changes his body was undergoing. 
A long minute later everything in Benjamin grew still. All he felt was the ragged breath in his chest, which was too large. His hands reached for his stomach, which felt queasy and tight. But his stomach wasn’t his own. It was round and firm. He opened his soaked eyes to find he wasn’t wearing his own clothes. The boy was shockingly wearing a suit. A teal blue suit. And his hands weren’t his own. They were chubby and stiff with arthritis. He lifted them to his face. The bushy mustache was a strange sensation under his gloved hands. 
With an unmatched urgency Benjamin whipped himself out of the bed only to find new aches and pains in his body. He stumbled under feet that were too large, tripping on them three times as he made his way to the en suite bathroom in Fanny’s room. The boy had trouble negotiating his wide frame and stomach into the small bathroom. However, he’d watched Fanny enough times and remembered how she always slid into the small spaces of the trailer. He copied those actions now. Then his older heart seemed to palpitate in his chest when he looked in the mirror. Benjamin didn’t look back at himself in the glass. Staring at him in the clean and bright mirror was the face of Dr. Dave Raydon. His eyes copied the movements Benjamin’s made, searching the figure in front of him. 
Soon the boy who now looked like a man would realize he had come into his Dream Traveler gift early. He was a shape shifter.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
Zuma wasn’t one to be frantic. And she also wasn’t one to allow raw emotions to spill out of her. However, seeing Jack curled up in her back seat threatened her very nature. His blood-drenched jeans clinging to the tan leather and the blank expression on his unconscious face made her stomach churn with revulsion. Never in her life had she seen something like this before. What lay before her was worthy of the evening news or a horror film, but not a part of Zuma’s reality. 
She kept whipping her head back to check on Jack, to stabilize him when the car moved. Touching him felt wrong, but necessary. Zuma swung her head around and was shocked again by the sight before her. Finley’s shoulders rested back in the driver’s seat, his chin even and his eyes discerning the obstacles on the road with an unrehearsed calm. In every way he appeared the opposite of how she felt then. How did he keep himself composed when tragedy was lying just a few feet away? 
His eyes parted from the road and found her. Finley didn’t say a word to Zuma, not out loud or in his head, but so much was communicated. And suddenly she found her vault of worries unlocked and falling out of her, like he was stealing them.
“What are we going to do? What if we don’t get him to the hospital in time? What if he dies in my backseat?” She said each of her sentences faster than the prior one as her tension mounted. 
“He’ll be fine, Zuma,” Finley said, his voice unruffled, deliberate. “Right now I need more directions from you. Where’s the hospital?” 
“It’s straight up ahead,” she said, waving her hand absentmindedly in that direction as she spun around again to check on Jack. “Follow the signs.” 
Finley didn’t even give her a look, but she sensed his anger flare. Zuma turned back to Finley, realizing how entangled they were that she felt this slight bit of hostility at an emotional time like this. “The signs. They’re blue and have a large ‘H’ on them. That’s what I meant,” she said, watching as Finley’s sudden tension released. She threw up her finger. “There’s one. See. That’s the symbol for hospital.”
He nodded and followed the sign. 
Zuma’s feet tapped the floorboard. Her fingers twisted together and apart over and over again. Every part of her seemed to be spilling over with her nervous energy. Finley had never seen Zuma so frazzled. He moved to put his hand on her, but froze halfway to doing it, realizing that it was too soon to expect she would want his physical comfort. Zuma had opened up to Finley at the compound but a lot had happened since then. Her best friend was currently fighting for his life in the backseat. And the man responsible for this situation was once Finley’s master. He redirected his hand to the console where it sat lamely. 
Zuma turned her head around again to check on Jack. He was sweating profusely and mumbling, but still incoherent.
Hang in there, Jack, she said over the telepathic link which she could feel but only barely. It kept fizzling as if about to break, but so far, to Zuma’s relief, it had remained, although she hadn’t heard a message from him since the compound. And then all at once Jack went still. She spied the tiny movement of his chest stop and the link disappeared completely. 
“No!” she yelled, whipping around and crawling into the back seat. 
Finley spun around so fast he jerked the car into a nearby lane. “What is it?” he said, his eyes now on the rearview mirror. 
“He stopped breathing!” she said and then Zuma pressed her firm hands into Jack’s chest several times and delivered CPR. It was a strange thing to do from the floorboard of a speeding vehicle, but she’d do it from on top of a flying plane to keep Jack alive. Her mouth pressed to his cracked lips, gifting him with a breath. Again and again she alternated between pumping his chest and giving him oxygen. On the third attempt his heart ticked back on and his breathing kicked in again. And although the beat was weak and the breaths shallow, he was alive once more.
“His body is going in and out of shock,” Zuma said, curled over him. “We have to get him help. He can’t go much longer like this.”
“And he doesn’t have to,” Finley said, throwing the car into park. “We’re here.” 
The medical unit speeding out to them with the gurney was the most welcomed sight Finley had seen all day. “Good thinking about calling ahead,” he said to Zuma. Then he raced out of the car and stealthily and speedily pulled Jack out, careful not to make his life-threatening injuries worse.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
When Fanny rushed into the office tent she brought a cloud of dust with her, having run straight into the space kicking up dirt. 
“What is it? The message you sent said it was urgent,” she said to Titus. 
The creative director lifted his head from where it had been resting on top of his large hands, his elbows pinned on the surface of the table top. “It’s Jack. He’s alive,” he said. 
Fanny hurried and took the seat across from Titus, but after reading his expression and having too much tension springing around her body, she shot back into a standing position. “That should be good news. Why do you have that look on your face?” she asked. 
“He’s in surgery,” Titus said, picking up the cell phone next to him and turning it in his hands, expelling his nervous stress. “Zuma just called. Finley and she took him to a hospital and they don’t know how long until they’ll have real news.” 
“Well, what’s he in surgery for?” Fanny said. 
“His legs and back,” Titus said. 
“What? Why? What happened?” And everything suddenly shifted in Fanny. She wasn’t the warm caregiver or thoughtful healer. Her face was strained and shoulders burdened. This was how she’d looked when she came to Vagabond Circus as Nurse Fanny. 
“He fell from a great distance according to Zuma,” Titus said. 
“Oh no. He broke both legs, didn’t he?” she said, squeezing her eyes together, pressing the tears back. 
“And possibly his back,” Titus said in a discriminating tone. 
“No-no-no,” she said, shaking her head to shake away the tears now streaming down her cheeks. “If I could get to him, maybe I could help.” 
“Fanny, I need you here,” Titus said in a rush and then pushed back, trying to push himself away from what he’d just said. He couldn’t believe he was such a coward at a time like this. He cast his eyes low, hiding his look of mortification. 
“Right now he’s in surgery for things you can’t heal. He lost a lot of blood and bones have to be reset and…he lost consciousness before they got him to the hospital,” Titus said. 
Fanny nodded, her eyes glassed over. She couldn’t replace blood loss with her healing power or bring someone out of a coma or back from death. 
“So what do we do?” she asked. 
“We wait. Zuma will call as soon as he’s stable. Then we’ll make a decision. If there’s something you can help Jack with then you should go to him,” he said reluctantly. “Pack a bag and be ready to get on a plane to Los Angeles, but for now I need you here. Please, Fanny,” he said and brought his pleading eyes up to hers. Titus wondered if she sensed how weak he felt. Just the thought that she did coated his insides with shame. He wished he could be stronger for her, for himself, for Vagabond Circus. 
“Yes, of course,” she said and motioned him forward to where she was standing. 
Titus faced her with a confused look. “What?” he said. 
“Come here, Titus,” she said, waving him toward her again. 
He stood with a groan and walked around the table. Then a sound of surprise popped out of his mouth when she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. He hesitated, but only for a moment before he brought his arms around and hugged her back. After a moment she pressed him into her and then stepped back, looking straight at him. 
“Titus, you aren’t in this alone. I’m not leaving you and we will get through this together. I promise,” the healer said. 
A weak smile whisked to his thin lips. “Thanks, Fanny.”



Chapter Fifty- Nine
Beige walls showed little contrast to the worn brown carpet in the hospital waiting room. Zuma sat hunched forward in a tan chair, her elbows on her knees. It was the “Jack’s frustrated” pose and felt like the right position to take right then. Except that for the time being it would be relabeled the “Zuma is devastated” stance. Finley and she were the only ones in that part of the waiting room, which was the only comfort. She wanted to be alone with her pain without outsiders staring at her as they always did. Zuma didn’t mind Finley’s eyes on her right then though, or ever really. She felt them on her like a cool breeze on her skin. From her peripheral she knew he was leaning against the scuffed wall, his eyes roaming over her turned down face, her hair hanging in front of her, and her hands pinched together. 
“Can I get you anything?” he finally said, breaking the silence. His voice had a tamed roughness to it.
She pulled her sobering eyes up and spied the stress register on him, tensing tiny muscles of his face, shoulders, and chest. It was the sight of her agony that caused that stress in him. She knew it and it pained her right back. Zuma turned her head down, shielding it from his view. 
“No, I’m fine,” she lied. Then she shook her head, the sudden speech bringing her anger barreling to the surface. “How is it that Knight, a man I don’t even know, is responsible for almost killing both of my best friends and successfully killing my favorite person?” 
“Jack is going to pull out of this, just as Jasmine did,” Finley said, remembering when Sebastian’s poison had accidentally been spread to Jasmine when it was meant to kill Dave. 
“You don’t know that,” Zuma said. 
“No, I don’t, but what do you want me to say right now?” he said, his voice sturdy. 
She almost smiled at his words. Only Finley would sugar-coat things and then say something so matter-of-factly. 
The smell of stale coffee wafted through the room as the two listened to the only real noise, the ticking of the clock on the wall. It seemed to be mocking them as they waited for news from the doctors.
Tick. Tick. Tick. 
Each tick seemed to be a stolen beat of Jack’s heart, the same one Zuma had restarted but had no idea if it was still beating. 
“You want me to take you home?” Finley said, realizing at once that the question was futile. He wasn’t sure why he’d asked it. Just seemed like the thing to ask right then. 
Zuma shook her head, a pure conviction in the simple movement. 
“They said it would be several hours. Are you sure?” he said, his eyes seeing nothing out the only window in the waiting room. Outside it was black. They’d been there for hours already and Zuma’s exhaustion was easy to read paired with her pain. 
“I’ll sleep here,” she said and dared to glance at Finley. He was the one who she thought needed rest. All of the teleporting had drained him in a way he didn’t expect since he’d never done it before that day. “You can take my car and leave if you need to.”
He gave her a contemptuous glare under hooded eyes. “Oh, be quiet. You know I’m not leaving you.”
She shrugged. “I figured as much, but I wanted you to know the offer was there.” 
He shook his head at her. “Well, do you want me to get you water or something?” 
“No,” Zuma said and stood, her legs unsteady under her. She was light-headed from not eating. Dizzy from not sleeping. 
Finley stood straight when she approached him, noticing the drain in her every movement. Zuma didn’t pause when she neared him. And he tensed when her hands found his waist and she pulled him into her, tying her arms around his back. In one movement she’d cleared the space between them and wrapped herself around him, not stopping until her head lay on his chest. 
After his heart slowed slightly, he said, “Are you wanting me to teleport you somewhere? Is that why you’re holding on to me?” 
She pulled back and gave him an aggravated glare. “No. You keep asking if I want anything and I do. I want your comfort,” she said, disbelieving the words as they emptied out of her mouth. 
Without hesitation he threaded his arms around her, pulling her more firmly to him. Zuma wasn’t one to lean on someone. After Dave’s death she’d never wanted comfort from another. Never found it much use to her heart of stone, but in Finley’s arms she felt something new. A relief of sorts, like all troubles were temporarily lifted from her heart. 
He drew back an inch and cupped her face in both his hands, both his eyes piercing her soul from the outside. “Anything I can ever give you, Zuma, is yours. Always know that.”
She nodded, pulling him back to her, sliding her head into the crook of his neck. It was a perfect fit. 
He cinched her in tighter to him as he pressed his eyes shut. Finley, who had never had anything for all of his life, who regarded being rich as akin to living full time on the moon, suddenly felt as though he was the wealthiest man on Earth. 



Chapter Sixty
Zuma had managed to encourage Finley to sit down after hours of standing and pacing. Now his head was resting in her lap. Both acrobats were stationed on the dirty carpet of the waiting room floor, Zuma hunched over a sleeping Finley. It had taken her the better part of an hour to convince him to sit and then it took another hour to lure him into a peaceful state by running her fingers over the backs of his hands and arms. She watched as his eyelids took longer blinks and his pulse slowed on his wrist. Tiny hints that only she could see with her naked eye. And when she sensed his resolve was low she encouraged his head on her shoulder and within a minute he’d leaned all his weight onto her. Easily she let him slide down until his head was nestled in her lap. 
Zuma sat over him, fingering her hands through his short brown hair. Stubble had formed on his chin and cheeks and it felt rough against her fingertips. It wasn’t as odd to her as she thought it should be that she was lovingly caressing this guy who twenty-four hours ago she detested. Firstly, she admitted to only herself that the whole detesting had been a ruse. And secondly, Zuma reasoned that it was only because in her purest of hearts she had to admit that loving Finley was completely and absolutely unavoidable. She hadn’t forgiven Finley and didn’t know when that would happen, but even after everything she knew she loved him. Loved him with something so pure that it couldn’t be stopped. She’d tried to stop herself from loving him, but it was like changing the rotation of the Earth or snuffing out stars with a single thought. It just couldn’t be done. Such things were the natural order of life. Predators hunt prey. Night precedes morning. Zuma loves Finley. 
Just as it felt natural to hold his sleeping form close to her it felt natural to love him, as if she was born for that purpose. Staring down at the almost peaceful expression on his face tightened her heart. It made her feel there was something just outside her grasp that given the right circumstances she could grab. And Finley made that desirable reality possible, but strangely she had no idea what that was. What could she grab? What powers did he grant her, just by being able to love her? 
Tick. Tick. Tick. 
The clock kept track of the early hour while Zuma studied the details of Finley’s face. She was so engrossed in him that she didn’t notice the doctor making his way to her. When she looked up she had trouble deciphering the doctor’s expression. This was a man who had a mixed message and was about to give it to her. A message regarding Jack’s fate. 
 



Chapter Sixty-One
The clinical smell of the hospital was drastically different from the smells Zuma associated with Vagabond Circus. The circus had aromas of dirt, popcorn, and chalk. The hospital smelled of chemicals in every way. Unnaturally so. She pushed open the door to Jack’s room and her throat caught at the sight of him. Wires snaked from his finger. His hand was taped where the IV was attached. And Jack’s face was pale and drawn. Her eyes roamed over the machines by his bed. They told her his heart rate was steady but the look on his face told her he was still in shock. 
“Zuma,” he croaked out at the sight of her. His hand tethered by tubes reached for her as he simultaneously tried to sit up but failed. 
She pressed him back on his pillows when she arrived at his bedside, her lips caressing his cheek as a greeting. Zuma pulled back and regarded him with a look of heartbroken affection. “Hi, Jack,” she said. 
He blinked back at her, confusion lacing around his brown eyes. “I don’t remember anything,” he said. Then he pressed his eyes shut and when he opened them Zuma fractured a little from the look in eyes. “I mean I don’t remember much after the fall.” 
“You’re safe now,” she said, reaching for his hand, but hesitated to hold the one pierced by a needle. She took his other and he cinched on to it with a strength that gave her hope. Jack was still strong. That meant so much to her right then. “The doctor said the surgery went well,” Zuma said. 
“Yeah, now I just wait,” Jack said, his eyes staring down at his motionless legs. 
“We wait,” she corrected. 
“Z, I thought I was going to die,” he said and his eyes watered instantly. 
“I know,” she said. 
“And I…” His throat closed up with tears and he dropped his head in his hands, covering it at once. I was so afraid, he said in Zuma’s head across the telepathic link. Jack couldn’t bear to speak out loud any longer. To hear his own tortured voice. It sounded unnatural to him. 
She stayed quiet knowing he just needed to get it all out. 
I’d never experienced such pain. Such fear. It was the worst experience I could have ever imagined, Jack said, his voice sounding stronger in her head than it had been out loud. Then he brought his chin up and Zuma knew at once that look on his face. It was one she had memorized in Finley’s eyes. It was the scars that Knight inflicted on the people he hurt. And Zuma knew that expression would never leave Jack’s face. Forever his eyes would be haunted by this memory of his almost death. 
“And when I was lying there all alone and in the worst agony ever, I prayed to die,” Jack said out loud. “But now I’m so grateful that you saved me.” 
Her head then swiveled over her shoulder expectedly but no one had entered Jack’s room yet. 
“What is it?” Jack asked, sensing the anticipation in her body, in her eyes. 
“We saved you,” Zuma corrected, turning back to him. 
“We? You and Jaz?” he asked. 
She shook her head. “Finley is here,” she said. 
“What?” His eyes narrowed suddenly. “That traitor. What’s he doing here?” 
Zuma took his hand back hoping to calm him. “Jack, he saved your life. Not me. Finley. He’s the one. The reason you’re here alive. He brought me to Knight’s compound but I was helpless to save you. If I’d been alone you’d be dead.” She stopped asthe memory of seeing Jack in the sunlit cell streaked through her vision. “It was Finley who carried you out of the compound. It’s Finley who saved you,” she said.
“Finley?” Jack said and went to scratch his head, but stopped when he looked at his hand taped and restricted. “Why? Why would he save me?” 
“You know why,” Zuma said, giving him a look that was more meaningful than any explanation. It said, “He saved you for the same reason I would, because he cares about you.” The camaraderie between acrobats was hard for outsiders to understand. They often relied on each other, placing their lives literally in the other person’s hands. And so the bonds between them were unmatched for that reason.
“Wow, after everything, Finley’s the reason I’m alive,” Jack said, his voice quiet. He didn’t remember much over the last few days, but he did remember the cold look of shame he’d given Finley when he last saw him. And then he went after Jack and rescued him. He risked his life to do so. He would have had to. 
“I know,” Zuma said. “It’s hard to process, and I’m not saying I forgive him entirely for what he did. It was wrong for him to not tell us about Sebastian. I get that. But Jack, I’ve been in Finley’s head and he’s entirely loyal to us now. He made a mistake, but he’s trying. He’s been trying from the beginning to make the right decision.” 
“But Dave…” Jack said, shaking his head. 
“I know. But there’s no one that’s more regretful that he died than Finley. He made an awful mistake for which I’m certain he hates himself more for that than the rest of us. Just give him a chance. He’ll be here in a minute,” she said and then added, “For me, please.” 
“Oh course,” Jack said and then blew out a breath and nodded slightly. “I shouldn’t have gone. I shouldn’t have gone after Knight. I shouldn’t have tried to avenge Dave’s death,” he said. 
“No, you shouldn’t have,” Zuma agreed. “But what’s done is done and Ian seems to think there’s a good reason for this all.”
“For what all?” Jack asked. 
She shrugged. “For Dave’s death. For you going to the compound. For the future this will create. I don’t know.” Zuma looked heavy about the words she’d spoken, but she masked it quickly behind an expression of hope. “We’ll learn more when we return to Vagabond Circus.” 
Jack tugged her hand closer to his chest. “God, I can’t wait to get out of here. I need to be back at the circus. I want to be with my people.” 
“I know,” Zuma said, thinking of the aftermath of Dave’s death and how it was weighing on everyone. She too longed to grieve with the members of Vagabond Circus. To comfort them. To relate her pain with them. “I’ll get you back home as soon as they release you.” 
“Thank you, Z. What would I do without you?” he said, a tender fondness sliding over his eyes. 
“Well, you’d have no one to call your parents, that’s for sure,” she said, trying to sound light, knowing the news would not be welcoming to Jack. When the look of disappointment sprung to his face she said, “I had to.” 
“I know,” he said with defeat. 
“I told them it was a circus accident,” she said. 
“Good thinking,” he said. 
“And I told them not to visit until you were ready for visitors,” Zuma said. 
“Gosh, you’re the best,” he said, pulling her into him. 
She slid her arms around his broad shoulders, hugging him into her. They both pulled apart at the sound of the door closing. Zuma kept her eyes on Jack as he slid his up to meet Finley’s. Relief filled her chest when her friend managed a smile. 
“Hi,” Jack said. 
“Hey,” Finley said, his voice quiet. 
“Zuma told me,” Jack said, extending his hand to Finley. “Thank you for saving my life.” And for Jack it was much easier to instantly forgive Finley than it would be for Zuma. Jack had actually kind of understood the other acrobat’s decisions from the beginning. As Finley had recounted his part of the story a couple of nights ago, Jack had realized how Finley had gone wrong. And he also realized how he might have done the same thing given the same decisions. Jack had been mad at Finley, but mostly as a scapegoat. And now looking at him, realizing what his fellow acrobat had endured to save him, all angry emotions were whisked away. Jack had always had a thoughtful affinity for the guy, as much as he’d tried to deny it, especially in the beginning. They had worked together for over three months. And only acrobats form such close bonds so quickly, based on the trust rituals surrounding their jobs. 
Zuma turned then to watch Finley close the distance and take Jack’s hand, a warm smile on his face. 
When Finley pulled his hand away he gave Zuma a look of annoyance which she found quite entertaining. “Actually it sounds like Zuma is exaggerating, yet again,” Finley said. “I dragged your ass a few feet. No biggie. I definitely didn’t save your life.” 
Zuma didn’t argue but did laugh. Twenty minutes. That’s how long Finley bore Jack’s weight on his shoulders as they negotiated the paths out of the compound. And to her relief it was as empty on their exit. 
“Well, thanks still,” Jack said. 
“You’re welcome,” Finley said. 
“Okay,” Zuma said, standing from her place sitting on Jack’s bedside. “We’re going to let you rest. You can call—”
Jack reached for her hand, a look of pure fear jumping to his features. “Don’t go,” he said, his voice catching in his throat. He pulled in a breath. “Would you stay? Please.” Then his gaze rotated to Finley. “Please,” he said again. And to Finley’s astonishment he realized he meant them both. Jack wanted both of them to stay with him. 
“I just don’t want to be alone,” Jack added. “After everything, I just want someone here with me.” 
“Of course,” Zuma said, squeezing his hand back. “But if you don’t mind I think I might sleep a bit.” She eyed the window to find a soft glow rimming around the curtain. The sun was rising and she hadn’t yet slept. 
“Yeah, me too,” Jack said, his eyes softening with relief. To have his friends by his side right then was the only thing he wanted. Then he eyed his legs stretched before him, which were wrapped in thick casts. Well, mostly all he wanted, he thought, trying and failing to wiggle a toe.
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
The squeak of the nurse’s shoe on the linoleum was what awoke Jack. The late morning sun cast the shaded window in a strange blue glow. 
“I’m just here to check your vitals, sweetie,” the nurse with loose black curls said as Jack made to sit up but failed to complete the action. 
“You just stay like that. The anesthesia from the surgery is still in your system and I’m about give you another dose of morphine,” the nurse said. 
“Are you an angel?” Jack said with a wink. His voice sounded different in his head, hoarser. 
“Furthest thing from it,” the nurse said. “All my drugged patients think so though.” 
Jack smiled, pressing back into his pillow as the nurse emptied a vial into his IV. 
“Well, isn’t that the sweetest thing though,” she said, her eyes cast on the far side of the room. The crow’s feet deepened as she smiled. 
Jack turned in the direction of her gaze to find Zuma with her arms wrapped around Finley’s abdomen. And his arms around her. Her head nestled on his shoulder. 
He turned his eyes back on the woman. “How much morphine did you give me? I’m seeing hallucinations,” Jack said. 
She howled with sudden laughter. “Oh, honey, you’re my new favorite patient.” 
The nurse’s laughter made Zuma blink awake. Finley pulled his head up from its resting place. 
Jack turned to the couple, ready to take a little mock hostility out on them. In truth, Jack almost liked the sight of them together. Since the beginning he’d been relieved that someone actually had an effect on Zuma, the girl of stone. He had always wished it would have been him. But it wasn’t. And then Jack had kissed Zuma on the night of Dave’s death and to his astonishment he’d felt nothing. He always pictured that one event would shatter realms all over magical galaxies, but it didn’t. He wasn’t meant for Zuma and it was actually a relief. He was certain he didn’t know how to make her happy and would die trying. But Finley…he somehow made sense with Zuma. And whereas before that would have made him angry, now it filled Jack with hope. If Zuma, the unlovable girl, could find love, then Jack could find his own miracle.
“So… looks like the rescue trip built some bridges between you two,” Jack said, a scowl on his face, but a lightness in his voice. 
The nurse chuckled again and took her leave.
“Uhhh…” Finley said, sitting up a bit but keeping his one arm around Zuma. “Yeah, if you wouldn’t have run off and almost got yourself killed I never would have had the opportunity to earn Zuma’s sympathies. Thanks, buddy.” 
“No problem,” Jack grumbled. 
Zuma pushed up away from Finley, giving him an irritated look. 
“Is that what you think this is?” she said, motioning between her and Finley. “You think this is sympathy? Because you grew up in a warehouse with a mercenary?” She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You’re ridiculous,” she said and then added, “And dead wrong.” 
“You always think I’m wrong,” Finley said, sounding amused. 
“You are always wrong,” she said, matching his playful tone. And then she drew her eyes over to Jack. “And yes.” She motioned between her and Finley. “This just kind of happened.” 
“Just kind of happened?” Finley said with a huff. “You mean after I repeatedly professed my undying love for you? Is that what you mean by ‘kind of happened’?” 
“Oh, stop making it all sound romantic,” she said, giving Finley a sideways look. 
He held his hands up in surrender. “Just stating the facts.” 
Jack laughed, and although the noise actually sounded more like a cat hacking up a hairball it was in fact a laugh. “Well, you two are adorably revolting,” he said. 
“Thanks,” Zuma said. “And I totally agree.” She then sat back and nestled herself in Finley’s arms. It felt so right to her, zero hesitation. 
“But what are you going to do when we get back to Vagabond Circus? I suspect Titus will maintain the rules,” Jack said. 
“I’ll quit,” Finley said at once. 
Zuma shot around and regarded him like he’d said something in a made up language. “What? You can’t do that!” 
“Well, you have any better ideas?” Finley asked. 
“Our act though?” Zuma said. 
He nodded, having thought through the dilemma. Their act had been the saving grace to Vagabond Circus, ensuring its doors would stay open and it would grow with wealth. “Let’s figure that out later.” Finley then turned his sharp greenish eyes on Jack. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
“Like I’m floating,” Jack said. 
Zuma smiled. “Sounds like good drugs.” 
“Yeah, and it’s even better because I’ve sorely missed the flying trapeze,” Jack said. 
“Me too,” Finley and Zuma said in unison and then flashed each other smiles. 
The door to Jack’s room then swung open again and a woman with rich golden hair cut into a neat bob rushed through, followed by two men. “Oh, darling Jack, what have you done to yourself?” the woman said, her Georgia, southern accent making her words draw out. 
“Mom?” Jack said and again attempted to sit up and failed. “What are you doing here?” 
Zuma stood at once. “Mrs. Fuller, I said I’d call you when Jack was ready for visitors.” 
“Oh, I got tired of waiting,” she said, dismissing Zuma with a wave of her well-manicured hand. She wore a purple pant suit and a look of entitlement. “Good to see you, dear,” she said, planting a light kiss on either side of Zuma’s cheeks before turning to Jack. “And you,” she said to Jack, her voice shifting. “What have you done to yourself?” she repeated, her red lips pursing. 
“Good to see you too, Mom,” Jack said and then angled his head at the older and younger men behind her. “Hi, Dad. Hi, Keith.” 
“Hello, Jack,” his father said. He had Jack’s same brown hair but his was not highlighted with blond. He wore his wire-rimmed glasses up high on his skinny nose. 
“How are you feeling, Jack?” his brother said, picking up the chart held at the base of Jack’s bed and flipping through it. 
“You’re the doctor holding my chart, so why don’t you tell everyone,” Jack said, sounding contemptuous. 
Dr. Fuller had three medical degrees and actually worked in a different hospital, but he’d made the trek to this side of the city at his parents’ request. Keith scrutinized the chart and then slapped it shut.
“Well, he’ll live,” he informed his parents. 
“Good, good,” his father said like he’d just heard the score for a tennis match. 
“Now tell me what happened,” his mother said. 
“He fell during a practice,” Zuma said at once. “Just like I told you,” and she drew out the word, taking the position in front of Jack’s bed. “He doesn’t want to talk about it.”
“I just knew you’d get yourself in trouble one day with those damned circus stunts,” Mrs. Fuller said, her hands on her hip. 
“Mom,” Jack said.
“It’s true,” she said, shaking her head, her hair not swaying with the movement, all perfectly sprayed into place. “If you had a normal job like, like your brothers Keith or Jason or Ryan then this wouldn’t have happened.” 
“Right.” Jack chomped on the word. 
Keith was the chief of staff for the largest hospital in LA County. Jason was a rocket scientist for NASA. Ryan was the highest paid supermodel in the world. Normal jobs. 
Finley, feeling like his presence was unnecessary, decided to try to make an exit. And also the more he watched of this family reunion the more he considered that not having a family had perks. 
“Zuma, I’m going to go grab us some water,” he said quietly, standing and making for the exit using a fraction of his super speed to avoid questions from Jack’s family. 
“Who was that?” his mother said when Finley had dashed for the exit. 
“He’s a friend,” Zuma said, tossing her hand through her hair and trying to figure out how to get Jack’s family to leave. 
Keith stepped forward. Dressed in a pin-striped suit, he was taller than Jack, his shoulders a bit wider, but he had the same brown and blond hair as his brother. All the Fuller boys had that hair, a mix of both of their parents. Keith said to Zuma, “Hello Zuma. It’s been too long,” he said, offering her his hand.
She wrung it lightly, her eyes to the side. “Has it?” Zuma said in a disinterested voice. 
“It has and may I be bold enough to inform you that you’re more beautiful than I remember,” Keith said. 
“I haven’t showered in two days,” she said dryly. 
“Well, then I can only imagine how stunning you’d be fixed up,” Keith said, pushing a bit of errant hair off her shoulders. 
“You might be disappointed, then,” Zuma said. Her face grew red with anger. How was Keith’s attention not on his brother right then? His mother not doting on her bedridden son? His father not more present? 
“How about you give me the honor of taking you on a date so I can find out for myself how you look fixed up?” Keith said, a look of pure confidence in his eyes. 
“Oh, I would but my fiancé might get jealous,” Zuma said. 
“Really?” he said with a disappointed sigh. “Who’s the lucky guy who won your affection?” Keith asked. 
“Your brother Jack, of course,” she said, sitting on his bed side and kissing his cheek. Zuma felt Jack tense beside her.
Just go with it, she said in his head over the link. 
She could have sworn she heard a laugh in his head, or something like it. 
No worries. I’m totally going with it, Jack said silently. And then Zuma felt his arms pull around her, his chin on her shoulder.
His brother eyed the two, doing a poor job of showing his envy. Instead of congratulations Keith said, “Where’s the ring?” 
“It’s too big and heavy so Jack is having an everyday one made,” Zuma said. 
Jack smiled at her, enjoying the look of awe on his brother’s face. Keith had been asking Zuma out for the last three years. It felt good to finally have something his older brother wanted and couldn’t have. He pulled his arms around her waist and tugged her closer to him. 
“Yes, I’m a very lucky man,” Jack said, and then kissed her cheek, lingering a bit too long, Zuma thought. 
“Well, this is an improvement,” his mother said. “I have to say I’m very pleased about this. Zuma is a fine catch and has incredible Dream Traveler blood.” 
Jack rolled his eyes. It was always about pretenses with his mother. 
“Indeed,” his father finally spoke up. “Congratulations, Jack. This is really fine news.” 
Finley walked through the door, holding two bottles of water in his hands, and then he froze at the sight before him. Zuma sat on Jack’s bed, his arms around her. She turned around and caressed Jack’s cheek. “I’m truly the lucky one. Jack is the best catch a girl could ever get,” she said. 
“Well, when’s the wedding?” his mother asked, her tone having changed into one of excitement and approval. 
Zuma didn’t answer since Finley dropped the bottles of water, arresting everyone’s attention. 
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
Finley whipped down at super speed and gathered the dropped water bottles which were rolling, making their way for people’s feet. When he rose to full height Jack’s mother stepped forward, arching a thin eyebrow at him. 
“And who might you be?” she said, the prime example of intimidation. 
“Finley Anders,” he said, placing the bottles on a table before offering a confident hand to her. 
She took it, her grasp strong. “Mrs. Eva Fuller,” she said, her southern accent dripping from her deep voice. “And my husband Jack Fuller the first and Dr. Keith Fuller,” she said, waving her hand dismissively at the two men behind her. They both gave Finley a disinterested wave, their eyes focused on the TV hanging from the far wall playing a baseball game on mute. 
“Anders,” she said to Finley, rolling the name around in her mind. “Are you related to George Anders? He’s the only one I know of with Dream Traveler blood.” Mrs. Fuller had assumed Finley was a Dream Traveler. Firstly, because his super speed hadn’t gone unnoticed by the woman who prided herself on observing everything. And secondly because she’d encouraged her family to only have dealings with people of their own race. Jack’s friends would only be Dream Travelers. She just didn’t believe that Middlings and Dream Travelers were well served to interact. It was good for no one. 
“Uhhh,” Finley said, eyeing Zuma who was shaking her head erratically behind Mrs. Fuller’s back. 
“No,” he said, snapping his gaze back on the older woman. 
“Oh, too bad, he’s an extremely well-respected Dream Traveler. Who are you related to then?” Mrs. Fuller asked. 
“You wouldn’t know them,” Finley said. 
“Hmm…” she said, disapproval in her tone. “You’d be surprised. I know all of the influential Dream Travelers and you must be from one of those families with a skill like super speed. What other gifts do you have?” 
“Mom,” Jack said, vying for his mother’s attention. “Would you leave my friend alone?”
Finley smiled at the use of the word “friend,” but all that did was endear Mrs. Fuller’s attention more to him. She didn’t hide the way her eyes slid over his face. “You’re very attractive,” she said as more of a careful observation than a compliment. “Are you dating anyone?” 
“Mom,” Jack said, this time his tone embarrassed. 
She ignored her son and turned to her husband. “I think the Jenkins’ daughter would look fantastic on Finley’s arm. Don’t you think, dear?” 
“Sure, sure,” Jack Sr. said, his eyes not leaving the TV screen. 
Eva turned back to Finley. “I’m excellent at creating matches amongst Dream Travelers. I consider it a public service. We wouldn’t want great genes like yours accidentally mixed with a Middling’s.” 
“Mom,” Jack said a third time. 
Again she ignored him, not even appearing to have heard her son. She pulled a phone from her purse, her fingers already scrolling through her contacts. “Now if you’ll just hold tight I’ll arrange a lunch with Wanda Jenkins. She gorg—”
“He’s gay,” Zuma said at once, and then chomped down on her bottom lip. 
Finley, who had been dumbstruck since he reentered the room, shot Zuma a shocked look. 
Jack tightened his arms around Zuma’s waist and suppressed a laugh. 
Mrs. Fuller turned to Zuma and Jack. “Really?” 
“Really,” Jack said, his laughing eyes avoiding Finley’s steaming gaze. 
“Well, that is too bad. Such a waste,” Eva said, shaking her head, clicking her tongue. 
“Yeah. So gay,” Zuma added, not daring to look at Finley now. 
“The gayest,” Jack added, enjoying his first bit of fun since his trauma. 
“Too too bad,” Mrs. Fuller said, her disappointed gaze on the tile floor, her eyes looking to be searching for a fix to this wrench in her matchmaking plans. 
A knock interrupted the group and a second later a doctor with black and gray hair poked his head into the room. “Hello,” he said with a slight Chinese accent, and then spying the group he stepped into the room. “I’m Dr. Chang.” The doctor glided through the room, making his way for Jack’s bed, his hand extended. 
However, when he was just a few feet away, Dr. Fuller cut him off. “Good seeing you, James,” he said, extending his hand to the other doctor. 
“Oh, hello, Dr. Fuller,” the older man said. He was much shorter than Keith and half his build. “Jack must be your brother, then?” 
“Yes,” Keith said, not keeping the disappointment out of his tone. 
Dr. Chang, then being released, turned to his patient. “Jack, I’m the doctor assigned to your case. I’d like to take a moment to evaluate you after the surgery.” 
“Yes, of course,” Jack said, pulling his arms out from around Zuma, who then stood from the bed. 
“And I think some privacy would be welcomed,” the doctor said, turning to the group at his back. 
With great effort Jack’s father pulled his gaze from the TV. He’d apparently been listening to the group’s exchange, just not paying close attention. 
“Come on, Pops, I know of a place we can catch the rest of the game,” Keith said. 
“We will be just outside,” his mother said to Jack, a punishing quality aimed at her husband and eldest son. 
“Yeah, we will be just outside,” Finley said, his tone sharper as he reached for Zuma and tugged her to the hallway. “Join me, friend, won’t you?”
She gave Jack a last look over her shoulder, a devilish smile on both their faces. 

 
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
Finley didn’t release Zuma until they were on the far side of that wing of the hospital, a remote, rarely used corridor. He halted and spun around, his body pinning her to the wall, his hands pinned on her hips.
“You want to tell me what the hell is going on?” he said, his face up close to hers. 
“I just saved you from a train wreck. Wanda Jenkins is nuts. And you don’t want Jack’s mother on the hunt trying to set you up. You’ll never have any peace,” Zuma said.  
“So you told her I was gay? You could have just told her you were madly in love with me instead,” Finley said, a faint smile around his mischievous eyes. 
Zuma turned her dark brown eyes up to him, a look of apology in them. “But they all think Jack and I are together.” 
Finley narrowed his gaze at her. “Yeah, about that…”
“Look, I had to. His family are a bunch of jerks and treat him like he’s a second-class citizen. And then his brother hit on me and I thought that it would stick it to him if I rejected him because Jack and I are together. And his parents think better of him for it too. His mom is obsessed with family lineage.” She said all this in a nervous rush. 
“I’m seeing a pattern here, Zuma,” Finley said, his eyes having grown sharper as she spoke. “You feel sorry for a guy and you take pity on him. Is that why you kissed me in the warehouse?”
“No, Finley. I did it because I wanted to. And I’m doing this because I want to help Jack to look better in front of his family.” 
“Hmmm…” he said, considering her with a long scrutinizing gaze. 
“Finley, I wasn’t taking pity on you in the warehouse. And I’m not doing it now. I promise,” Zuma said. 
He didn’t say anything since that’s what he expected she wanted, for him to say something. He just kept her pinned by his eyes and close proximity. 
“Finley, I actually have feelings for you, and not because of where you came from but because of who you are. Don’t you see that?” 
“I’m trying to,” he said. 
He studied her, as she studied him. 
“Finley, don’t be mad about this. Don’t be mad about anything, all right?” Zuma said. 
“Oh, so you all of a sudden don’t like it when I’m mad at you? Things are really changing.” 
“Finley…”
“So does that mean you forgive me?” he said, pinning her firmer to the wall with his body. She smiled up close to his face, her eyes on his mouth. 
“No, not yet. But you haven’t granted me much time in your head as we agreed upon, as part of our terms of agreement of me trying to forgive you,” she said. 
“We’ve kind of been busy,” he said, his breath warm on her. 
“True,” she said. 
“Okay, well fine. But with all this acting just don’t kiss Jack, would you? Or you’re going to find out what I think loud and clear,” Finley said through gritted teeth. 
“I promise,” she said and slid her fingers into his belt loops, encouraging him closer. Finley smiled, leaning in to kiss her when he was suddenly shoved back by the same hand that had pulled him in. Zuma stood straight and faced the figure approaching in the distance. Jack’s father strolled down the hallway, his eyes on his shiny watch. 
He looked up when he was closer. “It’s the doctor,” he said, his tone clipped. “He wants a word. I thought Jack’s fiancée would want to be there.” 
“Absolutely,” Zuma said, trying to breathe past the warmth in her body. 
Jack Sr. turned at once and headed back in the opposite direction. Zuma took off, following Mr. Fuller but turned around to Finley. 
“Fiancée,” he mouthed.
She shrugged, her face not at all sympathetic.


 
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
Finley tried to leave the room once he accompanied Zuma back there but Jack insisted he stayed. 
“It’s no big deal. Just some medical talk,” he said, holding out a hand for Zuma. She took it at once and then Finley realized exactly why Jack wanted him to stay. He was going to take this opportunity to tease Finley. Jack shot him a sly smile when he pulled Zuma down next to him on the bed and began caressing her arms. 
From across the room Finley rolled his eyes, but in truth he was suppressing a laugh. The morphine was definitely making the acrobat a bit more playful. He had to give Jack props that it was a pretty clever game. Excruciating for Finley, but clever nonetheless.
“I actually have important information,” Dr. Chang said, pulling up Jack’s chart so it was closer to his face. 
“Just tell me when my fiancée and I can start making babies,” Jack said and tugged Zuma in closer. She shot him a look and also a series of snide remarks and warnings inside his head. He smiled at this. 
“I’m sure your parents will agree that those types of things should wait until after you’re married,” Finley said, an edge to his voice. 
“Don’t be so uptight. And don’t worry, you’ll be Uncle Fin,” Jack said, winking at his friend. 
“Just what I’ve always wanted,” Finley said, his tone dry. 
“I think the only concern your parents have right now is when will this meeting start,” his mother said, looking at her phone and then to the doctor. 
Dr. Chang cleared his throat and focused his gaze downward on the patient lying in the bed next to him. “Right, well, due to the extensive damage to your legs, Jack, and the extra complications to your back, I fear the road to recovery will be an arduous one for you. I want to set clear expectations. You’re going to require an incredible amount of physical therapy, and even after all that I’m uncertain what the long-term outcome will be. It’s hard to say at this stage.” 
Jack squinted at the doctor. The smile that had been on his face was now a look of confusion. “Outcome?” he stuttered out, his mind having gripped onto that one word. 
The doctor nodded his head. Pressed both his hands together in front of his face and touched them to his lips before pulling them back. “Jack, the bones of the legs are difficult to heal, especially when broken in multiple places as yours were. And the way they mend, and how well they do, really dictates the outcome for the patient.” 
“What exactly are you saying, Dr. Chang?” Mrs. Fuller said, her voice sharp, bordering aggressive. 
“He’s saying Jack isn’t going to walk again,” Keith said, his eyes on his mother, his tone clinical. 
Jack’s expression froze into one of heart-wrenching shock. His mouth fell open and Zuma knew from watching that momentarily he was holding his breath. His hands went slack on her. His pulse slowed. Zuma knew all of this. And from being in his thoughts she also knew that Jack’s vision went gray and for a moment he thought he was going to be sick all over his frozen legs. Finally, feeling Zuma press her fingers into his hand, he awoke from his daze. Three minutes had passed and Jack hadn’t heard any of the words exchanged over that time. His mother’s exclamation. His father’s sigh of shock. His brother and Dr. Chang discussing Jack’s condition. It had all passed over his ears, because all he could give focus to was the word slamming around in his head. 
Paralyzed. Paralyzed. Jack was paralyzed.

“You knew,” he sputtered out finally, his eyes unfocused but in his brother’s direction. “Keith, you knew since you looked at my chart, didn’t you?”
“I guessed,” his brother said, his tone conceited. 
“And you didn’t think you should be the one to tell me? You’re my brother,” Jack said, his nostrils flaring and his focus firmly on his brother now. 
“It doesn’t matter who told you this news.” Keith waved his hand through the air dismissively. “It’s the same diagnosis no matter what. You might be able to feel your legs, but you won’t be able to use them to walk. You’re paralyzed,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact. 
“Are you quite certain?” his mother asked. 
Keith gave a heavy sigh. “Yes, Mom. His legs are broken in over eighteen places and his spine fractured. It’s unlikely under the most ideal scenario that Jack’s legs will mend in all places to grant him the proper structure necessary to bear his weight for the act of walking. Standing sure, but walking is unlikely.”
Dr. Chang coughed, his eyes on Dr. Fuller. This simple gesture quieted the room. “Although I do appreciate your clinical expertise, if you wouldn’t mind, Jack is my patient.”
“Yes, please continue,” Dr. Fuller said, waving his hand to turn the stage back over to his colleague. 
“I think,” the doctor said, turning his attention to Jack, “that although your brother’s medical opinion is accurate it is also a bit pessimistic. Studies have shown that having a positive perspective can have an impact on a patient’s recovery rate.” 
“And studies have also shown that false expectations can create depression over time,” Dr. Fuller said, his eyes on the ceiling, his fingers threaded behind his back. 
Dr. Chang cut his eyes at Keith before returning them to Jack. “What’s important to remember is that recovery will take work on your part. However, physical therapy is a ways off. Now you mend. Then we determine a therapy plan. We will see how things progress. No, you might never walk again, but with time you might recapture some mobility in your legs and I think we will all agree that that’s better than nothing.” The doctor then pulled his gaze up to Zuma, who was standing beside Jack’s bed. Her hand was on his shoulder, every ounce of her trying to lend him support. 
“I must disagree. And I’m not only your brother but also a doctor with superior education than Dr. Chang,” Keith said and then lifted his chin at the other doctor. “No offense, but I’m clearly stating a fact.” 
The expression on Dr. Chang’s face looked exactly like one marked with offense, but he merely sucked in his thin bottom lip and stayed silent. 
Keith turned his attention to his mother. “My opinion is that therapy needs to be at the top of our list. I can recommend the best institution in the city. It even offers an assisted living program where Jack can receive care for things he won’t be able to do for himself. It’s incredibly expensive but they’ll take—”
“Jack won’t be moved to a nursing home,” Zuma said, her voice quiet but her tone on fire. 
“He’s going to need around the clock care. Physical therapy multiple times a day. It’s really the best option for him,” Keith said. 
“I will do it. I’ll take care of him,” Zuma said. 
Jack whipped his head up to look at her. Her face was etched with determination. 
“Zuma, an engagement is one thing, but you don’t have to burden yourself here. We will pay for Jack to move into this institution,” Mrs. Fuller said, her voice cold like Keith’s. 
Dr. Chang switched his gaze, shifting between the two opposing parties. His focus was now on Zuma, awaiting her reply. 
Finley was also staring at the girl, the one he loved, but he knew what she’d say and it made him proud. 
Zuma squeezed Jack’s shoulder once before stepping away from him and toward his mother. “Jack and I don’t have to be engaged for me to make this decision. He will be cared for by his family. The one at Vagabond Circus because to us he is no burden. He is a gift.” 
She turned to Jack. “Is that all right with you? Because whether you can walk or not, whether you need around the clock care and therapy, I know people who would be happy to provide that for you. They’d be honored to be a part of your recovery.” 
Jack pressed his lips together, lines forming on them as he did. His eyes watered as he nodded, a sweet conviction in the combination of movements. 
Zuma graced him with a heartfelt smile, as she sent him a telepathic message. I love you, Jack. You’re not alone in this. 
He nodded again. Thank you, he said back over the link. 
Zuma then turned to Dr. Chang. “As Jack’s doctor,” she said, the implication heavy on the words, “would you please authorize him to be discharged as soon as possible? I can guarantee he’ll be given incredible care.”
He shook his black and silver head of hair. “Jack just had a major surgery. And—”
“But once moved, he’ll be under the care of Nurse Fanny Swedlund,” Zuma said. 
Dr. Chang held up his hand to stop Zuma, but then paused. Straightened. “Wait, did you just say Nurse Fanny? As in the one known for—”
“For the numerous cases of miraculous healing. Yes,” Zuma said, grateful this doctor was familiar with the nurse’s work. Twenty years ago she had been a legend in Los Angeles, but she’d disappeared, saying she was retiring early. The truth was she was overworked and drained by her responsibilities. There were always more victims to heal and then problems arose when she started to fail. When the first few patients died from ailments she had healed easily in the past, the nurse went into a depression. She couldn’t heal everyone and the act of trying to was killing her. That was just before she went into retirement, but what few knew was Dr. Dave Raydon had saved her. He’d found her and offered the woman a job caring for only a few patients, where she wouldn’t be overwhelmed by cases. And he also offered an opportunity to have the one thing she always wanted and could never have: children. Fanny was born a strong Dream Traveler, with the ability to heal, but she had a body which was unfit to carry a child. And ironically the healer couldn’t fix herself. She didn’t take long to think over the ringmaster’s offer. She knew that God worked through holy interventions and that was one of them for her. Fanny accepted and had spent the last twenty years happy and fulfilled and successful at Vagabond Circus. 
“I can’t believe it,” Dr. Chang said, shaking his head. “You know Fanny Swedlund?” 
“She’s like a mother to us,” Zuma said, and she found too much delight in the squeal that popped out of Mrs. Fuller’s mouth. 
Dr. Chang scratched his chin, his eyes off in thought. “Well, this is an interesting turn of events. Nurse Fanny doesn’t have any documented proof of healing bones, but if anyone could… Well, I think it’s safe to say she’s more than qualified to care for Jack. Actually I dare say that with skills like hers and a reputation like hers, Jack would be in the best possible hands. And—”
“Dr. Chang,” Keith said, cutting him off, “you can’t seriously be considering releasing Jack.” 
“Are you aware of the things Nurse Fanny has done?” Dr. Chang asked his colleague. 
“Well, yes. But she’s only a nurse,” Dr. Fuller said.       
“She’s a nurse with a much better success rate than any doctor I know,” Dr. Chang said. 
Keith didn’t reply, but instead crossed his arms and rolled his eyes like a punished child would.
“And although I’m happy to release Jack to Fanny, I’m unsure of why we need to rush it,” Dr. Chang said to Zuma. 
“Because I don’t want to be here any longer,” Jack answered, bringing everyone’s attention on him. “I need to be back with my circus family where I can have peace.”
Dr. Chang nodded. “I understand. I really do, but—”
“Please, Doctor,” Zuma said. 
“Very well,” he said after a moment of deliberation. “If he’ll be transported straight to Nurse Fanny’s care then I’ll release him as soon as it’s safe, with certain travel stipulations.” 
Zuma nodded proudly. “Fantastic.”
“James,” Dr. Fuller said, stepping forward as Zuma backed away to Jack’s side, putting her hand in his. “I really must interject my opinion on this. Your decision to release Ja—”
“It is his decision,” Jack said, his voice at first cracking in his throat. He coughed past the stress and said, “And this is mine and Zuma’s decision. I don’t need your clinical opinion any further.” 
His brother shook his head, a look of disapproval on his face. “Jack, you’re not thinking—”
“Please don’t burden yourself with this any further. You can go. All of you,” Jack said, a new authority in his voice. “Why don’t you take Father to a place where he can watch the game in peace?” 
His father then jerked his gaze to Jack. “What? Oh no, I wasn’t watching th—”
“I think Jack needs his rest,” Dr. Chang said, reading the cues and shuffling the three unwanted family members to the exit. 
“Son,” his mother said, stopping at the door, “I’m very disappointed in the decisions you’ve made here.”
“Disappointed? What’s new?!” Jack almost shouted, his face red. Zuma gripped his hand firmer and tried to ease him back. 
Mrs. Fuller straightened, looking to try and bolster herself against the attack, but Zuma saw the break in the woman’s confidence. “This behavior is completely ungrateful based on what your family is willing to do for you, Jack.” 
“Mrs. Fuller,” and it was Finley who stepped out from his place by the wall to say this. He pulled the door back open, encouraging the way to exit. “Expecting Jack to be grateful that you’re willing to pay to pawn him off isn’t only ridiculous, it is also—” 
“It is exactly the type of disappointing behavior I expect from my heartless mother,” Jack cut in. His eyes were smoldering, set on the woman regarding him with contempt in the doorway. 
Mrs. Fuller first looked at Finley and next at her son. She then took a sharp pivot and stomped out of the room. 
Jack directed his eyes on Finley, who was holding the door open still. “Thanks, man,” he said, his hands pressed down firmly into the bed. 
“Not a problem,” Finley said. “I’ll be outside if you two need anything.” He gave Zuma and then Jack an empathetic expression and left, knowing much grieving would need to take place in that room. 

 
 



Chapter Sixty-Six
It was only once the door was shut and only Zuma occupied his room that Jack broke down completely. For the better part of an hour Jack didn’t say a word. Instead he went through quiet moments of chest-shaking sobs and then face-reddening cries which could be heard down the hallway. Zuma sat frozen on his bed. She held him when that made sense and then allowed him to throw himself back on his pillows when that was what he wanted. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t try to tell him everything would be all right. Zuma would never lie to her friend, even to make him feel better. After an hour, the only thing she said was the one thing she knew to be true. 
“I’m here for you, Jack. I’m not leaving you,” she said over and over again. 
After the tears had retreated and the hyperventilated breathing dissipated, Jack brought his brown eyes bathed in a sea of red up to meet hers. “I’m an acrobat who can’t walk,” he said, his voice a haunted whisper that sent chills down Zuma’s back. 
“Don’t think about that now, Jack. This is just for now. The future won’t always be like this,” she said, holding both his hands in hers. 
He nodded roughly. “But what am I going to do if this is my future and my legs never work? Some mobility won’t do it for me, Zuma. I’m an acrobat. I need to move. To flip. To twirl,” he said, the panic creeping back into his voice. 
“Jack…,” she said and paused. Zuma was at a loss. She didn’t know what she’d do if she could never perform on the trapeze again. The idea made her want to give up. To quit life. To just lie down and die.
Jack, sensing Zuma’s grief over his predicament, erupted again into the worst fit of tears yet, a scream barreled out of him that made the windows shake. 
Zuma grabbed both his arms and pressed her hands into them expending a force she’d never used when touching Jack. She knew she had to get his attention. To put his outburst to a halt. “Stop it. Stop it, Jack,” she said, looking straight into his crazed eyes. 
Just then a nurse rushed into the room but Zuma didn’t release Jack, and he stayed focused on her intense gaze. 
“Don’t you do this, Jack. Don’t you lose hope. Fanny is going to fix you. Do you hear me?” she said, her words strong and full of conviction. 
He nodded and then pulled her into him, hugging her with a fervent need. 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
Paralyzed. Titus felt paralyzed as he stood in the center of the big top, a hundred eyes on him. Vagabond Circus could have had the memorial service at a church. They could have even done it outside or at a hotel conference room. However, Titus knew what Dave would have wanted. In all things he knew what Dave wanted, but still he had trouble making decisions. It was the logical side of himself that Titus had lost in all this grief. That was the part of Titus that partnered with Dave’s emotional side and made sound decisions. Now he was at a loss for the practicality of life. Everything was bright colors, loud sounds, and an emotional blur. He was alive in the world he thought Dave lived in full-time. That was what his grief had done to him. It had transported Titus into Dave’s world. 
The tight collar of Titus’s stiff shirt pressed into his esophagus. It had been many years since he had a reason to wear a suit. His niece’s wedding was probably the last time, he thought. Was that also the last night he’d spent away from the circus? He’d blocked out the memory. Blocked out anything that didn’t have the backdrop of the big top in it. 
Sweat slipped down Titus’s long forehead and sat on his eyelids, threatening to drip through his short lashes and into his eyes. He pulled the teal blue handkerchief from his breast pocket. He thought it would have been used for someone else’s tears that evening as he wiped it across his brow. It was especially humid for a late autumn day in southern Oregon. 
Titus cleared his throat. Just give Dave what he would have wanted, he thought. Titus closed his eyes. Honest words from the heart.

“Don’t give people what they want, give them what they need,” Titus began in a low voice. “Those were words Dave had written on a piece of paper and taped on the inside of his laptop. And I may have known him better than anyone and I can tell you he lived his life that way. He lived his life by those words.” Titus laughed. It was a cold ironic chuckle, his eyes on the audience, not really seeing them. “In every way that man, Dr. Dave Raydon, gave me what I needed. He gave me a downright-honest-to-God challenge.” Another chuckle slipped out of his mouth, this one marking his eyes with a bitter fondness. “Dave could have told me what everyone else did. ‘Hey, your accounting job will work out.’ ‘Hang in there.’ ‘Don’t give up.’ That’s what most everyone told me over twenty years ago. Most therapists would have told me to find a hobby. Dave, however, told me to quit my job. He told me to quit being a wimp and join him in the scariest venture that could very well be doomed to fail. Dave told me if I didn’t join him that I’d regret it and die alone in a job I hated.” 
Titus dropped his eyes to the podium that held the notes he wasn’t using. When he brought his gaze up he was smiling. It was a rare thing to see on the man’s face. “That was exactly what I needed to hear. And every day since, Dave gave me a challenge that overwhelmed my thoughts and pushed me past limits I never thought I’d reach. And I have never been more rewarded than since I took on those challenges. Dr. Dave Raydon gave me what I needed in life. He pushed me to take a risk.” 
A crew member in the back row blew their nose, filling the short moment of silence in Titus’s speech.
“And Sunshine,” the creative director said, looking at the girl. For a rare occasion she had her black hair out of her face and off her shoulders. It was arranged into a high bun which accentuated her sharp porcelain white cheekbones. “Dave could have given you a few years to get acclimated to circus life, but he didn’t. The ringmaster assigned you your very own act two days after adopting you.”
From fifteen feet away, Titus could see Sunshine’s jaw flexing as she pressed her teeth together, and her face grew gradually redder. “To some that might have seemed presumptuous. However, Dave gave you want you needed. He gave you something to own, a job to be yours, a way for you to funnel your talent and distract your heart until it was ready to be mended.”
Titus paused. Sucked in a breath. Then he rotated his eyes on the woman in the front row. “And Fanny, you’ve been a nurse for three decades. You’re a world renowned healer. That was the obvious role for you at Vagabond Circus, but Dave asked that it be your secondary role. He gave you what you needed.” Titus hesitated, holding the older woman’s periwinkle eyes. She smiled at him as a tear took a haphazard path down her face. 
“Dave gave you kids,” Titus said, his voice suddenly hoarse. He cleared his throat and looked to the back of the tent, his eyes hovering just over the crowd. “Bill, he assigned you to the grill where you learned you had a passion to create culinary masterpieces. Ian, he put you on rig crew where you could work with your hands and ignore your head for once. Every single person under this big top has that one thing Dave gave them. I know it because I know that man. He didn’t grant one person one thing while ignoring another. Dave loved all of you.” Titus then forced himself to focus his eyes on several people, taking in their grieved expressions. “All of you. Every single one of you has been given something you needed by Dr. Dave Raydon. He hardly slept trying to meet your needs.” 
Again Titus laughed, but this one brought a sharp set of tears to his throat and then his eyes. “And you know, I never completely got it. How could one man care about so many, wanting what was inherently good for them? I watched him for twenty years, in awe that a heart so big could beat inside such a short man.” Another laugh, but this one was shared with many of the audience members. “Today we remember the man who started Vagabond Circus. And that accomplishment might be what Dave is most remembered for, but I want all of you to specifically remember him for what he individually gave you. Today we remember the man who brought magic back to this world by lighting a spark in all of you. You are all his legacy. You are the magic of Vagabond Circus.”
 
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
Jack wouldn’t allow Finley and Zuma to stay with him that night. Even Finley tried to send Zuma home, stating he’d be happy to keep Jack company at the hospital. However, the paralyzed acrobat had refused. Jack stated he’d get his fill the next day during the long car ride and wanted some peace and alone time beforehand. It surprised Finley that Jack had already constructed a mask and was wearing it over his pain. 
Zuma and Finley returned to her house to find the smells of garlic and cilantro wafting through the kitchen. 
“I thought we’d have a fiesta since it’s your last night here for a while,” her mother said as she chopped an onion and tossed it into a pan. 
Zuma laid her head on her arms which were draped across the counter bar. “My friend has just learned he’s paralyzed. I don’t really feel like partying,” she said. 
Finley sat beside her, holding his own head up, but only barely. Emotions and exhaustion were starting to threaten his ability to operate normally. 
“But he’s alive, Zuma,” Samara said. “So don’t you see, there is still something to celebrate.” 
“He can’t walk, Mom,” Zuma shot back, whipping her head up.
“I realize that, Z,” her mother said, sympathy strong in her tone. “But this is part of Jack’s journey. Is it a clear or unobstructed path? No. But Jack will make his way and this has the potential to bring him great growth and maybe fulfillment in ways he never would have considered.” She laid down the knife and looked at her daughter, her eyes earnest. “Because, sweetheart, I have to believe that what has happened to Jack is unfortunate, but it is for the best.” 
“I wonder if he can still perform adequately down there,” Dakota said, her eyes on the ceiling while her mind really considered the question.
“Dakota!” Zuma said, turning and slapping her sister’s arm. “Do you ever think of anything but that? Show a little respect.” 
“Hey, I have lots of respect. I’d totally do a cripple,” her sister said, like bragging on a charitable act she’d done. 
Zuma dropped her head back into her arms. She listened to her mother chop and Dakota move out of her seat. And then she sensed her sister just behind Finley.
“So, Mr. Hottie, how about that massage? I give you one and you give me one,” Dakota said, her voice singsong. Zuma raised her head in time to catch her sister wrapping her fingers around Finley’s shoulders. 
“Hands off him,” Zuma snapped, heat in her voice.
Dakota threw her hands up and looked at her sister, a naughty glint in her eyes. “Oh, have you suddenly laid claim to this one now?” she said, sounding amused. 
Zuma threw her a seething glance and then relayed a few choice messages across a telepathic link to her little sister. 
“Oh fine then, you can have him,” Dakota said, slinking off to the other side of the kitchen. 
Finley shot Zuma a speculative look. “Did you two just have a little chat?”
She nodded at him. “Yeah, and I think my sister might actually leave you alone now.”
“I might. And I might not,” Dakota said, winking at Finley. “Well, Mom, I think if Finley and Zuma are an item now then he better stay in my room.” 
Samara turned around from the stove, stirring something. “Kota, you know what I’m going to say?”
“That I should fetch some clean sheets for my bed?” the younger sister said, a hint of hope in her voice. 
Her mother shook her head. “I’m going to remind you that it’s not my job to dictate what my children do after Dream Travel age. You all have a moral compass and I trust you to employ it. If Zuma wants Finley to stay in her room then she’s wise enough to make that decision.” 
“And if she doesn’t want him to stay in her room?” Dakota said, her voice artificially high. 
“Well, since there’s no guest rooms, then yes, he can stay with you,” Samara said, turning back to the stove. 
Dakota shot a pleading glare at her sister. 
“Not on your life, Dakota. Finley stays with me,” Zuma said.
Finley found it very strange that this whole conversation was taking place in front of him. He actually felt like he didn’t have a choice and his fate was being decided by a bunch of females who spoke about him like he wasn’t present. And he suspected there was a whole other conversation going on inside the girls’ heads. 
Dakota sighed melodramatically. “Mom, I don’t think this free parenting works anymore. We need to protect Zuma’s honor.” 
Samara, who had emancipated herself from her own mother at an early age, believed in free choice. That’s how she and Matteo had always parented. 
“My honor is not the one in question, Dakota,” Zuma said. “And might I recommend to you that you start asking your personal shopper to buy you clothes in your actual size and not one size too small.”
Not deterred, Dakota turned and lifted her skirt at her sister, flashing the whole kitchen her entire backside. Zuma reached out and covered Finley’s eyes with her hand. 
Samara pursed her lips and shook her head, dismissing the gesture entirely. “Oh, and Z,” her mother said, her gaze now back on her older daughter, “Mrs. Fuller called to welcome us to the family.”
Zuma dropped her head. “Yeah, about that…”
“Whatever possessed you to tell such a lie?” Samara asked. 
“Jack’s parents were belittling him and Keith was being…well, his usual repugnant self,” she said. 
“That’s sweet and all that you were trying to help Jack, but do you really think that it’s productive?” her mother said, her head to the side, awaiting her daughter’s answer.
“They were going to put him in a nursing home, Mom.”
“I know how the Fullers are,” Samara said. “But that’s no reason to lie. That’s on you now.” 
“Making my friend look better in front of his snobbish family is every reason to lie,” Zuma said.
“And how do you think it made Finley feel when you had to go along with this lie?” her mother said. 
“You all do realize I’m here, right?” Finley said, looking at Samara and then Zuma.
They both ignored him, their focus on each other. Zuma dismissed the questions with a wave. “He was fine with it.”
“I wasn’t actually,” Finley said to no effect. 
“Telling lies will only create bigger problems for you and Jack. So although I know your heart was in the right place, I fear you’ve only made things more complicated for his family life,” Samara said. 
“It’s not that big of a deal,” Zuma said, shaking her head at her mother. 
“Oh, really? Eva has hired a wedding planner. And she’ll probably have your entire registry done by tomorrow morning,” Samara said. 
Zuma’s mouth dropped open. “But she’s mad at Jack. She was furious when she left the hospital. And she’d just found out her son is paralyzed. How could she have done all that already?”
Samara leveled her gray eyes at her daughter. “She’s Eva Fuller. There’s nothing more important to her than planning other people’s lives. It doesn’t matter how she feels about Jack or what’s happened to him. Actually, to her, announcing this engagement is the perfect way to deflect from his handicap. I think she’ll make an even bigger deal about it than she would have otherwise.” 
“Bigger deal?” Zuma said, trying to swallow and failing. 
“The engagement announcements will go out tomorrow,” Samara said firmly. 
“Oh, shit,” Zuma said, dropping her head back into her arms. 
“Oh, shit is right,” Samara said. “Like I said, telling lies is never acceptable, no matter the reason.” 
“Ewww,” Dakota said from the other side of the kitchen. “What are you going to do, Mom? People are going to start asking you questions. You’ll be bombarded.”
Her mother stuck her hand on her hip. “I’m not doing a damn thing. This is Zuma’s problem. She makes her choices. She deals with the consequences.” 
Zuma pulled her head up, her eyes hollow with dread. “Right. Free choice parenting. Thanks for the support, Mom.” 
“Sooo, what are you going to do, Zuma?” Dakota said, her voice eager. 
“I guess I’m going to marry Jack,” she said, her voice dead. 
 “You’re going to what?!” Finley said, slamming his palm down on the counter between them. 
Zuma brought her gaze slowly to meet his, and never before had she looked so dazed to him. “I have to. I can’t go back on it now, not if Eva is making it so public.”
“You could call her right now and tell her the engagement is off,” Finley said, surprised by how his heart was suddenly racing in his chest. 
“I can’t though. How would it look if I broke off the engagement after finding out he was paralyzed? Everyone would think I was awful,” Zuma said, already having considering all her options.
“Since when do you care what other people think?” Finley asked. 
“Well, I don’t care what people think of the things I actually do, but to have them judge me for something I’d never do, that’s a different story. People will think I’m a heartless bitch,” Zuma said with a shiver. 
“But you and Jack can’t be together. It’s against Vagabond Circus rules,” Finley said, frantic to find a way out of this for Zuma. 
“And Jack won’t be in the circus anymore. He’s paralyzed,” Zuma said, shaking her head. “There’s no reason we can’t be married.”
“You see what a small lie has done?” Samara said, her tone matter-of-fact. “It can’t be so easily undone as you thought.”
Zuma nodded and then looked back at Finley. “But hey, it’s just a marriage for show, so don’t worry.”
“Mmm. Mmm. Mmm,” Dakota said, like she’d just tasted something delicious. “Oh, Finley, you get to be Zuma’s secret lover. How romantic.”
He huffed. “Yeah, just what I always wanted,” he said, a bitter humor in his voice. 
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
After Titus’s speech at the memorial service, most had red puffy eyes and glistening faces. Most, but not Padmal. She sat crossed-armed and looking bored beside a sobbing Oliver. He had his head down, hands gripping his Mohawk. The girl wouldn’t have even attended the ceremony if it wasn’t for Oliver. He’d asked her to attend for his sake. But the truth was the boy knew that Padmal would create a circus full of enemies if she wasn’t there to show her respect. The only members of Vagabond Circus not there were the acrobats, and their whereabouts were still a mystery to most. And Oliver knew that Padmal didn’t really care about creating enemies. She cared what other people thought about her like a dying man cares how much money is in his bank account. However, Oliver felt that Padmal’s animosity was finally starting to create a wedge between them. Being angry at the ringmaster for irrational reasons when he was alive was one thing. But now Dave was dead and the girl had yet to show an ounce of compassion for the people who grieved him or to show the slightest bit of respect to a man who had lived a great life. He was the owner and ringmaster of the most fantastic show in the world. Oliver thought that deserved some credit, even if begrudgingly. However, Padmal had no indication of softening toward the dead man. 
After the ceremony Padmal disappeared to her trailer without a word to anyone. Most had stayed in the big top to exchange hugs and memories. 
An hour after the ceremony Haady and Nabhi returned to the trailer they shared with their sister. She was lying on her bed, thumbing through a magazine. The trailer, like most at Vagabond Circus, only had one bedroom and Padmal had insisted it go to her, since she was the girl. The brothers didn’t argue and had slept without complaint on the sofa and trundle bed for all these years. Haady and Nabhi ducked into the trailer, always careful not to bang their skinny heads on the short trailer door frame. 
Following behind his brother, Nabhi headed to the back of the trailer. The bedroom was big enough only for a bed and a few belongings. One brother sat on the corner of the bed and the other leaned in the door frame. Padmal looked up when Haady jostled her as he sat on the far side of her king-sized bed.
“Excuse me,” she said, firing an angry expression at him and then Nabhi. “I didn’t say you could come into my personal space,” she said. 
Nabhi tightened his lips together, pinching his words away. Haady and Nabhi had not ever had a personal space. He didn’t even know what this luxury was like, but their sister knew. Soon she would request her own trailer and then they could be rid of her… mostly. 
“We need to talk,” Haady said, looking more composed than his brother. He always handled Padmal better. Always more patient with her bratty attitude. He joked it was because he was more mature by a few minutes. 
“I’m listening,” Padmal said, smacking the gum in her mouth, her eyes on an outfit in the magazine. 
“You know how Titus said Dave gave everyone what they needed rather than wanted?” Haady said. 
“Get to the boring point,” Padmal said, turning the page. 
“Did you even stop to consider how this applied to you? How Dave gave you what you needed all these years?” Haady said. 
The girl flipped her head up, centering her cinnamon-colored eyes on Haady. “Honestly I didn’t. I only heard half of what that skinny dude said.” 
“Titus,” Nabhi said, gripping the door frame tighter. “Titus is his name and you know that and should have zero beef with him.” 
“The way I see it is he was Dave’s lousy sidekick and deserves less respect than the dead fat man,” she said and smiled when Nabhi’s eyes narrowed at her. “Are we done here?” she said to Haady. 
“No, we aren’t. We,” he said, motioning to Nabhi and himself, “think we’ve figure out what Dave gave you that you needed.” 
“A miserable existence and cramped living quarters,” she said in response. 
Haady shook his head. “He gave you a life you would have missed out on.” 
“I’m not following you,” she said, flipping another page in the magazine. 
“You wanted him to leave you in the orphanage so our mother would be able to come back there and adopt you, right?” Haady said. 
She rolled her eyes and blew a bubble with her gum. “What are we playing? The obvious game? Of course that’s what I wanted. And I didn’t want to be forced to work for some power crazy mad man.” 
“He never forced you to work for him,” Nabhi said. “You’re imagining that, along with your other dreams of grandeur.” 
“Nab,” Haady said, holding a steadying hand out to his brother, who reluctantly nodded back at him, surrendering his compliance. 
“Padmal, Dave could have left you at the orphanage,” Haady said in a calm voice. “He could have listened to your request to be returned there after he adopted you. He could have acquiesced to your demands, but he didn’t. Instead he gave you not what you wanted, but what you needed.” 
“Where is this going?” Padmal said, her voice rising into almost a yell. 
“My point is, you would have rotted away and gone crazy waiting in that orphanage. Dave gave you a life even though you didn’t want it because he knew,” Haady said. 
“Knew? Knew what?” she said, sitting up. 
“Knew that you’d waste your life waiting for a woman who would never show up,” Haady said, pulling a folded piece of paper out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “Titus gave this to us after the ceremony. Apparently it was in our file that Dave was given when he adopted us.” 
Padmal grabbed it with a greedy look on her face. Her expression dropped to one of disbelief when she unfolded the paper. Her eyes raced over its contents, finally stopping on the title at the top: 
Certificate of Death.

The paper was an impressive forgery the brothers had created which stated that Komal Sharma had died one year after the triplets were born. 
“I don’t believe it,” Padmal said, dropping the paper to her lap, but her voice wasn’t suspicious as Nabhi had feared. His sister’s voice was one of shock. Her lost eyes focused forward, not seeing. “Dead. My mother is dead,” the girl said. 
“I know,” Haady said, real sympathy in his words. 
“She was never going to come back for me because she couldn’t,” Padmal said, holding the piece of paper to her chest now. 
“I know,” Haady repeated. “I’m sorry.” 
Nabhi blew out a breath, unsure why his brother was apologizing to someone who didn’t deserve it. 
“And Dave,” she said, her tone shifting. 
“Yeah, he gave you a life. One you would have wasted,” Haady said. 
“Yeah,” she said, the old spite returning to her voice, plowing over the grief the girl truly felt for her deceased mother. “And Dave made me suffer with my dreams when he knew. Knew our mother was dead and could have saved me the torture of pining for her.” 
Haady’s eyes widened in disbelief and Nabhi turned, putting his forehead against the trailer wall. Neither brother saw things going this way. 
“If anything I hate Dave more for this than for making us do child labor. He knew our mother was dead and that is unforgivable,” she said and bolted to a standing position before stomping out of the trailer, leaving her brothers to wonder how their deceitful trick had backfired. 
And in truth their mother wasn’t dead. What none of them knew was she had returned to the orphanage a year after they’d been adopted, but not to adopt her daughter. She could only afford one child and her heart told her it should be her firstborn, Haady. If he was still there at the orphanage where she had left him eight years prior then she’d break her own rule and separate the triplets. But thanks to Ian’s vision, Dave knew this and adopted all of the orphans. And now only Ian knew that if Padmal had remained at the orphanage with her brothers then she would have been devastated when Haady, and not she, was adopted by their mother. Dave knew this and he gave Padmal what she needed. He kept her heart whole and the triplets together.
 



Chapter Seventy
For the second time in two days Finley stepped out of Zuma’s steamy bathroom wearing Matteo’s too large clothes. Finley was tall but much leaner than Zuma’s father. He took his clothes straight to the hamper, his concerned eyes on Zuma. She sat crossed-legged on her bed, her brow furrowed, her eyes on the phone in her hands.
“What is it?” he said, walking back to her, his hands now empty. 
“No one at Vagabond Circus is answering their phone,” she said, looking up at him, scrunching up her mouth in frustration. “I know I should have called earlier because Titus wanted to know how the surgery went. And now I can’t get him to answer his phone.” 
“I’m sure he’s busy, Zuma,” Finley said, taking a seat on the bed next to her. It felt so strange to be able to do that without earning a look of disapproval from her. So quickly things had changed with Zuma. But they had since the beginning. The evolutionary cycles of their relationship continued to shift. “They just had the memorial, right? I’m sure he’s just grieving,” Finley said. 
She nodded her head and sucked in her bottom lip. “It just doesn’t feel right to leave a message for him or Fanny or Jaz telling them Jack is paralyzed.” 
“None of them are answering their phones?” Finley asked, his voice now sounding concerned. 
She shrugged. “Like you said, they are all grieving.” 
“As you should be,” he said, reaching out and pausing his hovering hand above the phone in her hand. When she didn’t move he grabbed the phone from her hand and slid it onto the bedside table. “Don’t worry about this anymore tonight. Tomorrow we will be back at Vagabond Circus and Jack will have Fanny’s care. You’ve been overwhelmed with Jack all day, but now I would recommend you focus on you. It’s an important thing to do when you lose someone.” 
Her eyes slid up to Finley’s. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience. Did you lose someone?”
“Not anyone I really cared about,” he said. 
She continued to stare at him, staying silent, waiting for him to elaborate. This is when you share, she said over the telepathic link he was apparently allowing in that moment. 
He sighed, showing his resistance, but this was part of their deal. And he’d do just about anything to earn Zuma’s affection back. To have the closeness they’d had over the last day. It already felt like it had mended parts of him, just knowing he could turn to her and walk into her arms. Just yesterday morning she was still furious at him. 
Finally he said, “I learned early on that I shouldn’t get close to anyone while one of Knight’s Kids. I grew up in a set of four and we were monitored. That’s how I was raised. Being monitored.” 
“As opposed to?” 
“Being cared for,” he said. 
“But if no one cared for you then how were your needs met?” 
Finley didn’t answer but his expression did. 
They weren’t met, Zuma realized. 
“Anyway, my set was soon split up when we came to Dream Traveler age. However, I had been raised with those three kids, so of course I’d recognize them anywhere or anyhow.” 
“What happened?” Zuma asked. Then using her combat sense she spied something new in Finley. A tension that she’d never seen in his body triggered by the memory. 
“One of the kids, number three, he’d been made an example,” Finley said. 
Zuma popped her hand to her mouth as she gasped. “The chain?” 
Finley nodded. “Knight left him there a long time,” he said. His tone was careful, careful to vault away the indicators of what he was really feeling. 
Zuma knew most people would apologize right then. Say something about how Finley didn’t deserve that kind of treatment and abuse, and that no one did. But to Zuma those were wasted words. It was obvious in the look she was giving him that she was sorry. “Finley, we have to stop him. Knight. We have to find a way to alert the authorities. My mom might know people who can help.” 
Finley had only then brought his eyes to hers and laced on his mouth was a bitter smile. “Zuma, I don’t mean to sound negative, but Knight can’t be stopped. He can curse people. He can give people a headache so horrible they have an aneurism. He has the strongest minds under his control.” 
“But Finley, there has to be a way,” Zuma said. 
“If there is, then I don’t know what it is. All I know is how to get away from him,” Finley said. 
“But you!” she said, her tone excited. “You can’t get the headaches. Your mind shielding protects you. That’s got to be something. Maybe there are more like you and together we can fight him.” 
“No,” Finley said with a force she’d never heard him use before, not even the hundred times he’d been furious at her. “You’re not fighting him.” 
“Free choice, Finley. Remember. You can’t prevent me from doing something I really want to do.” 
“Your parents’ rules don’t apply to me, Zuma.” 
“Well, I am a free agent who can do what I want.” 
“And as we’ve established, I’m currently the only one who can withstand his mind abuse and I’m not helping,” he said. 
“Finley…”
“Look, we rescued Jack. Now we are taking him back. We are going to ensure Dave’s circus is a success. That’s what we are going to do,” he said with force. 
“But Finley, if you can stand up to him—”
“Zuma, I can still be cursed. So can any of his kids. Why do you think the strong kids he controls don’t rebel? He has so many powers over his kids. Over everyone,” he said, standing and heading for the couch. The mention of this made Finley remember Zuma’s curse. The girl could smile, but not experience anything but a fleeting moment of almost-happiness. Even Finley with his endless love for her couldn’t make her happy. And he was no closer to lifting her curse. He threw himself on the couch still covered with sheets. 
“Okay, fine,” Zuma said. “You’re right. We need to focus on Jack and the circus. Both will need a lot of support and mending.” 
Finley didn’t realize until he stretched out on the couch how incredibly fatigued he was. He had slept at the hospital the night before but only for a few hours. Tonight he’d have to really sleep; his consciousness would be too exhausted to dream travel. 
He pulled his head up and looked at Zuma, who was still sitting on her bed, crossed-legged. He had felt her eyes on him so he wasn’t surprised to learn she was looking at him, but the inquisitive expression on her face wasn’t expected. 
“What?” he said. 
“You don’t have to sleep on the couch if it’s uncomfortable there, especially after sleeping sitting up last night. You can sleep here,” she said, indicating the other side of her bed. 
He laid his head back down and stared at the ceiling. “No, I can’t, Zuma.” 
She blinked at him, not having expected that answer. “What? Why?” 
“Well, because I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to sleep in a bed with someone else’s fiancée. What would people think?” 
An abrupt laugh fell out of her mouth. “Oh, come on, Finley. Don’t be like that.” 
He didn’t take his eyes off the raised ceiling and crown molding outlining it, but did allow a pirate’s smile to wrap around his mouth. “And I’m also not taking you up on your offer because I’m fairly certain you’ll try something with me.” 
A gasp followed by a huff jumped out of Zuma’s mouth. “How dare you?” she said, launching a pillow in his direction. 
He blocked the pillow, knocking it out of the trajectory of his face. “You should know I’m saving myself,” he said, that smile still in his tone. 
“Oh?” she said. “For who?” 
He closed his heavy eyes and an authentic grin spread on his mouth. “For the girl who forgives me.” 
She stared at him. He looked almost asleep already, his hands clasped over his abdomen. She couldn’t believe how patient he was with her. Before and now. Zuma hardly believed that she wanted to forgive Finley. The guy who was culpable for Dave’s death. But she did. With all her being. For some reason she thought the act would trigger something which had the potential to make her truly happy. The kind of happiness she heard in children’s thoughts when they were at the circus or the kind she knew her parents had. Pure happiness as real as spirituality, but just as intangible. 
“Well, are you at least going to tell me goodnight?” she said after the long silence, having watched different muscle groups relax in his body. He had already drifted off. Still, he didn’t look annoyed by the wake-up. He immediately rolled to a standing position with a beautiful grace. His super speed was only slightly noticeable in the way he moved as he crossed the space, not fast and not slow. When he was at her bed’s edge he bent over and paused an inch from her face. 
“Good night, Zuma,” he said, somehow suddenly not looking at all tired. 
“Good night,” she whispered back. And she knew what was coming next, maybe before Finley knew he was going to do it. He sucked in a half breath and pressed his mouth against hers. It was their first kiss since Knight’s compound and one they’d both been anticipating but now were too tired to fully appreciate. His lips softly caressed hers, a sweet simplicity in the tiniest of movements. When he parted a few inches, Zuma’s eyes were still closed, an almost look of peace on her face. When she did look at him she smiled and it was the smallest of gestures but it made him feel overwhelmed. 
I love you, Zuma, he said over the telepathic link he opened up and closed for just that one message. And again it struck Zuma how loving Finley could be, especially for not having been given affection all his life. It was like the act of unconditional love was somehow in his DNA. He was truly a marvel to her, she realized as she watched him walk away.
 



Chapter Seventy-One
Doom enveloped Titus. How could things have gotten worse? Dave’s death was his worst-case scenario. But his rational mind had never considered this happening. It was absurd. Everything in the miniature big top seemed to be mocking him. Laughing at his newest catastrophe. The man picked up a chair and hurled it across the space. It flew across the tent and banged into the wall. The mast in the center of the office leaned in that direction. Titus knew that had been a dumb move. Now the structure of the small big top was threatened. But did it matter anymore? 
They had their first show since Dave’s death tomorrow. They had no acrobats. And a whole host of problems. Ones he saw no way to resolve. Even the look in Fanny’s eyes had carried defeat. She was the most hopeful person he’d known—well, aside from Dave. And now the woman’s eyes were haunted, her words whispered ones of disbelief. Titus looked down at the only paper on the table. The rest riddled the dirt floor. It didn’t count because this was the only one that mattered. How had Dave, the smartest man he’d ever known, been so dumb? How had he made such a terrible error? How could he not have made a last will and testament?
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
“I haven’t been able to get ahold of Nurse Fanny with the number you gave me,” Dr. Chang said, his hands gripping the handles of Jack’s wheelchair. 
“I’m telling you it’s her number and we know her,” Zuma said to the doctor, Finley by her side. “We live with her. I promise,” she added. 
“They just had a memorial service for a friend,” Finley said. “She’s grieving.”
“But you’re certain she’ll be able to care for Jack?” Dr. Chang asked. 
“Yes,” Zuma said. “She’ll be honored to. We will have her call you as soon as we get there tonight.” 
The doctor nodded. “Yes, please do, and call if there are any issues, Jack,” he said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. 
Jack swiveled his head around and looked up. “I’m so drugged, I’m not sure I’ll know if there’s a problem,” he said, his words slurred. 
“Oh, you’ll know,” Dr. Chang said, scratching his clean-shaven chin. “I don’t like this at all. It’s very unorthodox.” 
“But how many of your patients know a world-renowned heal—”
“Nurse,” Finley said, cutting Zuma off before she said something the Middling race would find laughable. Middlings believed in nurses and doctors. Dream Travelers believed in healers. 
Dr. Chang didn’t catch the slip. His mind was too overwhelmed with the decision he’d approved to allow a vulnerable patient who had just had a major surgery to leave his care. But for Jack to have Nurse Fanny was the best-case scenario. If anyone could fix him, even just a little bit, it would be her. She’d performed miracles during her time. “I do have a curious question for you all,” the doctor said. 
They all gave him attentive stares. 
“Two actually,” Dr. Chang amended. “How do you know Nurse Fanny and why did she retire?” 
“Would you believe she ran away with the circus?” Zuma said with a half-smile. 
The doctor waved his skinny hand at her. “Never mind, don’t tell me. It’s none of my business, now is it?” 
Zuma smiled down at Jack. “Are you ready to go?” she said. 
He nodded. Jack was in much better spirits than he was the night before. Zuma thought it was maybe the drugs, but whatever it was he appeared to be a different person. He wasn’t sulking, didn’t seem to be bottling any negative emotions. 
What only Jack knew was that in the night he was visited by a warm and comforting presence. He truly didn’t understand what or who it was, but its message seemed to be clear. This theft will give you your greatest gift. He awoke to find he couldn’t cry about this new turn of events, and he didn’t want to. Didn’t need to. For some reason the message made perfect sense as the words sunk into his heart. 
Before the assault on his legs, no, Jack didn’t have it all. But when he could walk he’d been pushing himself and never felt that he’d ever reach a place of satisfaction. Unlike the complaints Zuma made, Jack knew happiness but if happiness was liking what you got he’d never really known that. He’d never had what he truly wanted. Self-acceptance. 
Even when he commanded the attention of every audience member in the big top he didn’t approve of himself. Now he couldn’t walk. To love himself now would be a true challenge; however, he was determined to walk again and then how couldn’t he love himself fully? He’d truly be a superhero then. The one Dave Raydon had always believed in. The one the ringmaster saw in Jack. 
He smiled back at his friend. “Yeah, I’m ready to go.” He then turned and shook the hand of the doctor. “Thank you,” he said. 
“You’re welcome. I expect to hear from you soon,” Dr. Chang said, before turning and walking through the automatic doors of the hospital.
Zuma had already taken the reins of his wheelchair. “So,” she said, staring at Jack’s legs both in casts. “I think you’re going to have to ride in the backseat.” She then steered him to her Audi in the pickup area of the hospital. 
Finley had parked Titus’s Prius right behind her car. He’d picked it up that morning and agreed to bring it back to the circus. He hadn’t liked that retrieving the car had put him in close proximity to Knight’s compound. He’d actually awoken early and taken a taxi out there, afraid Zuma would insist on going with him. He kept picturing Sebastian or Power-Stopper lurking by the car ready to apprehend Finley and cart him back to Knight. He had wanted to confront his old master about the curse, but on his own terms. Now to be apprehended would put him back in the subservient role. He had shivered, thinking of what that would do to his spirit. 
“Uhhmmm,” Jack said, a hesitation in his voice, “I think I’ll be more comfortable stretched out in the back of the Prius because it has the hatchback. We can put the seats down and I’ll have a bed back there. Dr. Chang thought it was the best idea for transport too.” 
“Oh, okay,” Zuma said, redirecting the chair. “Yeah, I guess that’s fine. I can drive the Prius. Finley,” she said, looking at him leaning on the car, “would you drive my car?” 
Before he could reply, Jack said, “Actually, I want to ride with Finley.” 
“What?” Zuma and Finley said together. 
“You do?” Zuma said. 
“Yeah,” Jack said, nodding. “I have all sorts of questions for this guy,” he said, pointing at Finley, no offense in the gesture. In a light voice he said, “One of them being about his intentions with my girl of stone.” 
Zuma was about to protest when Finley laughed, one so open and welcoming Zuma paused. 
“That’s an easy answer. My only intention is to love her and give her all of me. That is, when she allows me to and doesn’t berate me for being all-around flawless,” Finley said. 
“You’re a dreamer, aren’t you?” Zuma said. 
“I am,” he said, extending a hand to her. She didn’t hesitate before taking it and snaking her arms around his neck.
“I’ll be at the back checking out my digs for the long ride. You two hurry it up with the goodbyes,” Jack said. His life as an acrobat made Jack instantly comfortable with the wheelchair, even with both his legs protruding out in front of him making for a clearance challenge. He popped open the trunk and regarded the space he’d ride in for twelve hours. Oh well, either he’d be lying down in a hospital bed no closer to an option or he’d be lying in this trunk on his way to Fanny the healer.

On the other side of the car Zuma was regarding Finley with a raw fascination. 
“What?” he said in response to the look, his hands on her waist. 
“Just shocked by a lot of things right now,” she said. 
“Like how far we’ve come?” he said, pulling her closer. It had started the moment she took down the wall, built so faultily between them. The one that had always been doomed to crumble. The one that no matter what Finley had done and was responsible for, she couldn’t keep up. 
“That and more,” she said, smiling at his need to always have her closer. 
“Are you going to share?” 
“Oh, like you share with me,” she said, suppressing a laugh. 
“I’m working on it,” he said and leaned in so their noses were almost touching. 
“I realize that and I realize we have a lot more work to do,” Zuma said. 
“But you’re willing?” he said. 
For some reason unknown to Zuma she was. She had been willing to risk her position at Vagabond Circus before Dave died to be with Finley. And now she was willing to keep working until she fully forgave him for his connection to Dave’s murder. “I’m here, aren’t I?” she said. 
“Yeah, and I don’t get the impression you’re about to clock me for what I’m about to do, so that’s a huge improvement,” he said.
“What are you about to do?” she said, her mouth smiling up close to his. 
“Whatever, ninja girl, don’t pretend you don’t know,” he said and slid his mouth against hers. She tightened her arms around his neck as he gripped her hips pressing her into him. For a long ten seconds Zuma forgot the world that existed around them. The parking lot and people and the hospital around them ceased momentarily to exist. The two only gave audience to their mouths pressing together, their lips sliding over each other’s, their arms clinging to one another. Zuma had only felt that way one other specific time, when she’d been in Finley’s arms and teleported through space and time. 
A cough from the other side of the car paused the two. Finley smiled, his mouth still up close to Zuma’s. “Yes?” he said, his eyes hinged on the girl in his arms. 
“Soon I’m going to be able to catch you again on trapeze, Finley, but until then, can I have a little help getting into this car?” Jack said. 
Finley pressed his mouth once more into Zuma’s before breaking away. “You got it, bud,” he said to Jack.
 



Chapter Seventy-Three
Fanny had carved a path in the overgrown field in the back lot. For over an hour she’d paced ten feet, promptly spun around where the grass was too thick, and then trudged back the other way ten steps. Again and again. Over and over for a solid sixty minutes. She hadn’t started a new exercise regimen, although that had been on her list of goals. She was pacing now for the sole purpose to expend the nervous energy in her chest. The caregiver’s charges were again being supervised by Sunshine. Fanny hadn’t asked for this much coverage in years, but right then she just couldn’t focus on the kids. Her thoughts were elsewhere. Consumed with a worry she never thought she’d have to deal with ever again.
What plagued the woman wasn’t the information that only she knew and was responsible for. That was quite the burden, but it was an easy one to bear in comparison to her other worries. Yes, she would have liked to have someone whom she could share the information with and receive counsel from, but the time for that was too late. Years ago maybe she could have come clean, but now it was too late, for too many reasons. 
What plagued Fanny more than the information was the timing. It had been all wrong. She’d been so close to unveiling it to Dave. She was literally going to do it the very day she had learned of his death. She’d been waiting. Waiting until she’d made enough observations. When Fanny had started to piece together the information she now knew to be true, it was unfathomable to her. Only God could have orchestrated something so amazing and unbelievable and slightly cruel. So Fanny knew she had to confirm her suspicions before telling Dave. She waited until she had time to conduct a few tests. And when she’d completed those, it happened to be one day too late. Maybe it was for the best. The news she had to tell might have broken Dave. That’s the other reason she’d hesitated. Fanny knew the ringmaster was strong, but could he really handle this new turn of events? A retelling of his history? 
And then she also worried for the other person this news would affect. Fanny was in the position to divulge news that could heal and also shatter lives. It was too much of a burden for the healer, but she knew that she must shoulder it. She, in truth, was the holder of this secret because she was responsible for it. Too many years ago she’d made decisions that led to this and she had to accept the responsibility for her actions. But now Fanny wouldn’t be divulging it to Dave. Now she’d have to do something that was so unlike her: she’d have to play a very dangerous game using this prized knowledge. Fanny was used to being loving and honest and giving, and now she’d have to be strategic if she was going to save Vagabond Circus. She would divulge the secret but not all of it at once. She’d tell the history in a way people would believe and if she did it right then she’d fix the horrible problem that was hovering over Vagabond Circus. 
Her heart ached, though, for the one person whom she’d have to use to accomplish this. In one way he’d learn that he wasn’t born from a test tube and she thought that would bring him some comfort. But then Fanny would have to follow that up by telling Finley who his real parents were. 


 
 



Chapter Seventy-Four
“Are you comfortable back there?” Finley asked, his eyes on the rearview mirror which was aimed at Jack. 
“It’s like the Four Seasons hotel back here,” Jack said, fluffing up one of the many pillows Zuma had packed for him and sticking it behind his head. “Just don’t hit any bumps.” 
“No guarantees about that, but I’ll let you know when they’re coming up. Then you can make the car levitate above them,” Finley said and spied Jack shake his head. 
“Firstly, intense pain meds prevent my gift from working. Apparently they take away my ability to be real lucid,” Jack said, a bit disgruntled. 
“So, I gather you’ve tried?” 
“That’s how I thought I could get myself into the back of the car without your help,” Jack said and shrugged. “But that’s fine, the meds aren’t a permanent part of my routine.” 
“Yeah, it’s only day four,” Finley said, sympathy in his voice.
“And secondly, I can’t levitate anyone but myself,” Jack said. 
“What if I told you that there’s a possibility that you could,” Finley said. He caught the sudden attentive look Jack gave him. “I was able to teleport Zuma and myself into Knight’s compound. That’s how we bypassed the traps.” 
“What? I would have thought that was impossible,” Jack said, his eyes going wide as the idea sunk in. 
“You’d think so, but laws govern our gifts. Figure them out and you can usually do a lot more than you think.” 
“You know, Finley, you’re a pretty sharp guy.”
Finley didn’t respond but just smiled inside. 
“I wonder what the laws are that govern my levitation skill,” Jack said, his eyes on the ceiling.
“My guess is your thoughts and your proximity to something. I bet you can levitate anything that you’re touching.”
“Like this car?” Jack said, a disbelieving laugh in his voice.
Finley shrugged. “Maybe. I wouldn’t discount it. But if you can then I’m not certain for how long. It’s taxing.” 
“Hmmm…” Jack pondered, staring out the window to watch smooth, rolling hills pass by. From the distance they looked silky enough to slide down but they were probably rough with dried grass and rocks. 
Finley adjusted the rearview mirror momentarily to check that Zuma was still close behind them. 
“Can I ask you a question about Knight?” Jack asked, his tone having shifted to one of caution. 
“Yeah, but just so you know I may not answer it,” Finley said, moving the mirror back so he could see Jack. 
“Come on, man. I met the guy. I looked into his cold dark eyes. Watched as he stared down at me with contempt before leaving me to die,” Jack said. 
Finley’s posture relaxed, but only slightly. “What’s the question?” 
“He can hurt people’s minds, and Zuma tells me he can curse people too. Can he do anything else?” Jack asked. 
“He can manipulate objects.” 
“Like telekinesis? Like the triplets’ gift?” Jack asked. 
“No, he can’t move objects, he can manipulate them. Like he can tear a warehouse wall in two, making it tumble to the ground. He can bend metal with his mind. Shatter glass. Splinter a wooden board in two. He can’t move anything, but he can manipulate it.” Jack noticed a cold haunting spring into Finley’s eyes which he saw reflected in the rearview mirror. 
“He did that, didn’t he? And you witnessed it? He tore down a wall in his compound? Were kids hurt?” 
Finley shrugged, the memory of little bodies being crushed etched in his forever memory. 
“Why does he use kids?” Jack asked. “He could control adults, right?”
“I think kids are just easier to control. However, I’m certain he’s smart enough to figure out how to leverage control on anyone. And he does control the surrogates, who are adults,” Finley said. 
“Surrogates?” 
“The ones who carried the babies. And then they manage them after that.” 
Jack shivered. “It’s so bizarre that he harvests babies to create a Dream Traveler army of thieves.” 
“I don’t think any babies have been created in a few years,” Finley said, scrunching up his eyes as he tried to think if he’d encountered any babies or toddlers in recent years at the compound. 
“I wonder why.” 
Finley shrugged. “Maybe Knight has as many kids as he needs with the right skill sets. Maybe he doesn’t need any more right now.” 
“What happened if a child didn’t have a useful skill set?” Jack asked, the question popping into his head.
Finley didn’t answer the question, but Jack read the answer in his eyes. 
“So how does he control the adults? The surrogates?” 
Finley hesitated. He didn’t like talking about this. Didn’t like that this knowledge was a part of his history. He had been one of those babies born from a surrogate. And he hoped that now that he was away from Knight and his compound he could finally stop carrying the shame. In truth, Finley knew the way he came into this world wasn’t his fault, but it still made him feel dirty. He blew out a long breath and decided that he’d answer this and maybe one more question. “I think one of the surrogates is actually infatuated with Knight. The others are afraid of him. They don’t know freedom, or how to survive on their own. When a person can’t fully care for themselves they will suffer abuse to avoid the fear of the unknown. That one thing, the unknown, is worse than anything else for prisoners. They’d rather have the certainty of pain and neglect than the uncertainty of a new life.” 
Jack shivered from this idea and the eloquence of it all. “That’s what keeps able bodies with gifts like that girl with the red hair under Knight’s control, isn’t it?” 
“Power-Stopper, that’s her names. And yes. But also the fact that if you go against Knight he’ll punish you with a curse,” Finley said. 
“But not you. You’re not afraid of Knight. You escaped.” 
Finley went silent, his eyes intensely pinned on the road. 
After a long few minutes of silence Jack said, “So you and Zuma, huh?” 
Again Finley didn’t respond. 
“I’m not surprised you’re in love with her. Everyone is,” Jack said. “What astonishes me is that she actually seems to be into you.” 
Finley allowed a laugh to escape his mouth. “Excuse me. Why is that so astonishing? I’m amazing.” 
“You’re all right,” Jack said. “But it’s astonishing because Zuma is pretty indifferent about most people. I’ve never seen her affected by anyone. Not like with you. It’s like you have her under a spell,” Jack said with a laugh. 
Finley didn’t laugh. That one sentence hit too close to home for him, but he wasn’t about to share with Jack that Zuma was in fact cursed. “Well, I don’t get it either, but I’d do anything to protect her. It’s been like that since the beginning. Differently than most who are infatuated with her, I’m not just drawn to Zuma. I feel responsible for her like we are connected by something.” 
“That’s beautiful,” Jack said, a joke in his tone. “Are there barf bags back here?” 
The car suddenly swerved a few feet, the tires running over the reflectors dividing the lane, jolting the car slightly. 
“Hey, man!” Jack said, reaching for his bandaged legs.
“Oops,” Finley said with a clever grin on his face. 
Jack rolled his eyes, not looking too peeved. “Well, seriously, man,” he said, the laugh fading from his voice. “I think you might actually be able to make Zuma happy.” 
“Believe me, Jack, it’s my greatest mission to do so.” I’ll die trying, he thought to himself and meant it. 
Another long silence passed and then Jack said, “Uh, hey?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I think I got to take a leak.” 
“No problem,” Finley said, turning on his blinker to give Zuma in the car behind them plenty of notice that he was about to exit. 
“But…uh…” Jack said. 
“What’s up?” Finley asked. 
“I think I might need your help…you know, in the bathroom.” 
“Oh,” Finley said, realizing at once what all that would involve. He kept his face neutral and nodded. “Not a problem,” he said, realizing how much Jack was having to sacrifice at this point in his life. 
“Thanks,” Jack said with a quiet breath of relief, his face now a light shade of pink.
“You know, Jack,” Finley said, taking the exit. “You’re handling all of this incredibly well and I just want you to know it’s impressive.” 
So much had shifted between these two guys in a few days. It was weird and wonderful and right. And it had made it easy for Finley to relay that compliment to Jack. 
The paralyzed acrobat allowed a small smile on his face. “You know I used to pity myself,” Jack said. “Because of my parents’ treatment. Because I didn’t measure up to my brothers. Because I thought I wanted Zuma and couldn’t have her.” He stared out the window a moment, his eyes soft. Then he brought his gaze back to Finley, who was watching him from the rearview mirror. 
“Not until I broke my legs did I realize I never had a good reason before to actually pity myself. And now that I do have a fantastic reason, I finally realize I don’t have time for it. Self-loathing doesn’t benefit those who want to persevere and that’s all I’m interested in doing,” Jack said, a thoughtful finality in his tone. 
Finley was careful in how he negotiated the car off the road. To him, there were few people as innately good as the guy who sat in the backseat. Jack didn’t appear to be good because that was expected of him. He was good because that’s who he was, deep in his core. Right then Finley made a solemn silent promise to himself: One day he’d make Knight pay for what he did to his friend. One day. 



Chapter Seventy-Five
Zuma knew as soon as she pulled into the Vagabond Circus grounds that something was wrong. It obviously looked different with the black semi-trucks surrounding it like a wall. There were four. However, it was the deserted sense that gave her that feeling of foreboding. Usually crew members were milling around the back lot or performers were somewhere in the distance. It felt abandoned, but maybe that was just because of the late hour. Most would be getting ready for bed or asleep. Still, the energy felt different, she noticed as she parked the car next to Ian’s truck. He was here somewhere. That was a relief to her. Finley was already busy loading Jack into his wheelchair. It had tightened her heart to watch the care Finley took picking up Jack and depositing him into his chair. And the way Jack went along with this process with only a grimace on his face from the pain made her grateful she was his friend. He was a true inspiration to her.
“What do you make of the trucks?” Zuma asked the guys. 
Jack didn’t answer, too busy holding in the pain as he adjusted. To most it would have seemed unfair that he could feel the pain from the cuts surgically sealed on his legs, but couldn’t use them to walk. Weren’t paralyzed people unable to feel any sensations? But Jack’s paralysis was due to the complications of too many broken bones. And he wasn’t one of those people who thought this was unfair. He was grateful for the pain, because each sensation would direct him on how to proceed so one day he’d learn how to walk again. 
Finley connected Jack’s legs with the holders on the wheelchair and then looked up at Zuma and shook his head. “I don’t know what’s up with these trucks,” he said. 
After the long drive she wanted to walk into his arms but she didn’t allow herself. He looked so inviting to her, as he always had, but now finally accessible. She shook off this urge. They had to get Jack to Fanny. Someone would need to call Dr. Chang. And then they’d have to tell Titus about everything. This wasn’t the opportunity for the comfort that only Finley could provide her. Later. 
“Well, let’s go and get Fanny,” Zuma said and walked ahead. Maybe the trucks were new equipment. The first new show would be tomorrow and Titus would have had to reassigned performers and rearranged the circus show, especially if the acrobats weren’t back in time. 
Who will be the ringmaster now? she wondered. Now that Zuma was back at Vagabond Circus all these questions and concerns she’d been able to keep at bay came surging to the surface. Yes, she’d been grieving Dave’s death before, but to be at Vagabond Circus and see it without him made the reality feel more permanent. 
Behind her Finley pushed the wheelchair over patches of grass and rock as they moved to the center of the campgrounds. There wasn’t one light on in any of the trailers. Even the crew in sleeper row seemed to all be tucked in for the night in each of their compartments in the white semis. Usually they were the last group to go to sleep as much of their work was done in evening hours. They’re probably getting an early start by dream traveling to do last minute checks on the big top, Zuma thought. 
Relief washed over Zuma when she spied the first light on. It was the most important light in the most important place. The miniature big top. What would now be Titus’s office. Just his. 
“Come on, guys,” Zuma said, picking up her pace. “Titus is awake.” 
Finley kept his pace slow, knowing that the trip over the bumpy ground wasn’t going unnoticed by Jack’s injuries. Zuma still ran ahead. Needing to see Titus. To offer him her support. To let him know that they were all right and ready to help. That they would be able to perform in tomorrow’s show. She was longing to be in the big top. To perform alongside Finley. The girl burst through the flap of the tent, and then worried at once that she’d spooked Titus from her sudden presence. The man at the table didn’t budge though. Titus had his head bent down resting in his hands. His elbows pinned on the table top. Zuma thought that he must be asleep. 
“Titus,” she said, her voice careful, not wanting to jostle him awake. 
Slowly he brought his head up and she realized by the wide-eyed look on his face that he hadn’t been sleeping. Grieving maybe. His face was red, his eyes too. His hair greasy and unwashed. He flicked his gaze up at her and then heartbreak slid over his face. “Oh, Zuma,” he said, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have come back.” 
“What? Why would you say that, Titus?” Zuma said, stepping forward. She felt Finley and Jack behind her, just entering the tent. She made room for them. 
Titus’s eyes slid to the left to Jack, who had been wheeled in beside the girl. 
“Oh, fuck,” Titus whispered in horror, his eyes on Jack and then his two legs sticking out in front of him. 
Zuma then expected that Titus would rush to the acrobat or rush to get Fanny. Instead he laid his head back down in his arms on the table top. Defeated. 
Zuma was about to reach out to the creative director when something jostled the flap at the other side of the tent. It parted and someone slid through it. Someone tall, lean. That part of the tent was dark and whoever entered was cast in shadow. Suddenly Finley was on Zuma’s other side, his hand in hers gripping it tight. Tight enough it hurt. The tall man slipped from the low part of the tent until he’d moved just beside Titus, who was still slumped over. He moved gradually, tracing his feet in front of him, his hands clasped behind his back. It almost looked like a prance to Zuma, but with a sinister grace. 
The man was the color of copy paper, his skin having a translucent quality. His head was bald and reminded Zuma of the top of a pen, it was so pointy. His long neck revolved his head on each of the acrobats, almost skipping over her. His rodent-like greenish-yellow eyes paused on Jack. 
“Escape, did you? Well, that’s fine. Going forward, I’ll relish every opportunity I have to walk all over you,” the man said to Jack, his voice scratchy and quick on some words and too slow on others. 
“What are you doing here, Knight?” Jack said his words with a rough hiss, shock draining all color from his face. Never before had Zuma seen that look on her friend’s face. It sent a surge of panic through her chest. 
Knight! Zuma thought. The realization brought a gasp to her mouth. She looked over at the man with the hooked nose in utter disbelief. 
Knight didn’t seem to hear Jack’s question. His eyes slithered to Finley beside her. “But who I’m most glad to see is you, Teleporter.” 
Zuma noticed Finley’s jaw flex. The pulse in his neck doubled in speed. His back tensed. And his chin dropped, taking his eyes to the ground. And then all his confidence had fallen away, making his shoulders slump slightly. 
A ghostly laugh shot out of Knight’s mouth making Zuma jump inside. “It is so unfortunate that my dear old brother has died,” Knight said, unmistakable glee in his voice. “But what isn’t unfortunate in the least is that as his only living heir I now own fifty-one percent of Vagabond Circus.”
No! Zuma thought, her mind racing with dread and panic. She was too stunned to use her telepathy to communicate with anyone. Her vision dimmed, taking with it her combat sense. She was being sucked into shock. 
Knight brought up a large hand and pointed a finger at Finley. His nails were long and perfectly round. “You, my boy, appear to once again work for me. Congratulations!” he said and let out another laugh, one so loud in the small space, it almost made Zuma cover her ears. “What do you have to say about that, Finley?” 
To Zuma’s astonishment Finley dropped her hand and then sunk into a low bow; all this was done in a quick graceful movement. When Finley stood his eyes were different. The guy she knew was gone, whisked away by that single bow. And then before her stood an accosted soul. 
 “Thank you, Master. It is an honor to serve you again,” Finley said, his voice low, his tone tortured. 
Keep Reading for the Next Installment in the Vagabond Circus Series!
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Chapter One
The temperature in the miniature big top seemed to have dropped suddenly. Zuma’s teeth chattered against each other as she stared at Finley beside her. She hardly recognized him suddenly. Everything that made him him had shifted. His confidence had drained in a single second. The fierceness in his greenish-hazel eyes was somehow stolen by Knight’s presence. Now Finley stood in Titus’s office motionless beside her, his eyes on the dirt ground, his pulse beating wildly in his neck. 
Titus still had his head cradled in his hands, defeat oozing off his slumped shoulders. He reminded Zuma of an ostrich right then. The fact that Knight, the man responsible for Dave Raydon’s death, now owned the majority share of Vagabond Circus was the worst-case scenario. The man was dangerous and cruel and Titus was burying his head and pretending that it wasn’t happening. 
Jack, who sat in his wheelchair beside Zuma, hadn’t shifted his reaction since setting his eyes on Knight. Zuma could see, using her combat sense, that Jack was in pure shock. His mouth had fallen open, his pulse had slowed. And besides these observations, Zuma’s telepathy told her that the thoughts streaming through his head were mostly unintelligible. Broke me. Bad man. Not happening. Nowhere to go. 
Knight’s dark eyes looked all too pleased as they rested on Finley. He seemed to almost regard the boy with fondness, as if he’d missed him in the long three months since Finley’d escaped Knight’s compound. The man who stood before her wasn’t intimidating just because of all she knew of his cruelty or the fact that he, like Finley, could lock her out of his head. Knight’s very height made him appear like a monster to her. He was impossibly tall, maybe close to seven feet. His skin was the color of copy paper, and just as translucent. This made it easy to see the tiny expressions going on within him that told Zuma he was the only calm person inside the miniature big top. 
“Now Finley,” Knight began, saying his name with a certain degree of power and conviction, like he owned the word, “this is what’s going to hap—”
“You’re the one who murdered Dave,” Zuma said, cutting him off and stepping forward, her eyes like sharp blades aiming to cut Knight. 
NO! she heard Finley say in her mind. He briefly had opened a telepathic link, but as soon as she spun to look at him she knew it was closed. And Finley’s eyes were still locked on the ground, a hollow expression in them. Nothing about him communicated the urgent message he’d just sent to her. 
Knight revolved his gaze on Zuma with a nonchalant expression. “I do believe my poor brother died from a heart attack. That’s what the coroner’s report stated,” he said, a smile in his voice, which reminded her of a bear’s growl.
“We all know it was you,” she said, vibrating with a hostility she’d never known before. “You and your kid—”
And then something else new happened to Zuma, cutting off her words. It wasn’t a telepathic message from Finley. It wasn’t a telepathic message from Titus or Jack, who hadn’t changed from their prior states. It felt as though a hammer had crashed onto the top of her head. Then blinding pain shot down her brain, all the way to the base of her skull, and radiated out until her entire head felt close to exploding. She clapped both her hands to her ears as the scream she couldn’t stop shot out of her mouth. Tears raced down her eyes and she fell to the ground. She’d buckled over from the pain. Lost the ability to hold herself up as the all-encompassing stabbing in her head stole her attention.
Over her she felt someone move but her senses weren’t operating right. The pain was too great for her to do anything but convulse from the tremors now raking through her body, which was simultaneously shivering and sweating.
“Oh, poor girl seems to have grown suddenly ill,” Knight said. “Titus, you should really take better care of your performers. They are your bread and butter, you know? Well, actually now they are mine, since I own Vagabond Circus.” 
Zuma’s teeth were locked down right against each other when the pain finally melted into something manageable. She felt a hand under her arm. It sought to pull her up from the ground where she lay. Shaking, she rose as Titus’s arm slid around her shoulder to steady the girl. “It’s all right,” he said in her ear, a new gentle tone to his usually serious voice. “I’ll help you.” 
She blinked the stars from her eyes to discover Finley was just staring at the ground, his hands lifeless by his side. At first she’d thought he was the one helping her, but he looked helpless now. 
“I’m taking you and Jack to see Fanny,” Titus said, his back to Knight, his eyes on Zuma. “Can you walk so that I can push Jack?” 
She slid her gaze to Jack, whose eyes on his pale face were bemused, like he was stuck in a nightmare. Zuma nodded. “Yes, let’s go,” she said, not daring to look directly at the man holding his arms across his chest with a satisfied expression written on his face. Knight, she knew, was responsible for the headache still making her feel close to exploding with pain. This was what he could do. This was how he maintained control. This had been why Finley had dared, for just a split second, to take down his shield to warn her. She knew it wouldn’t be safe for him to keep down the wall as it was the only thing that protected him from Knight. Zuma saw Knight in her peripheral, still not daring to look straight at the new owner of Vagabond Circus. Something in Zuma told her that she should never again look at him directly, if she wanted her head to remain pain free.
 



Chapter Two
A chill slid over the backs of Finley’s hands and inched over his arms, raising every hair as it took its path to his bunched up shoulders. He hadn’t followed Titus, Jack, and Zuma out of the office tent. He knew better. You didn’t leave Knight’s presence until he dismissed you unless you wanted to be punished at the next meeting. 
A morbid laugh almost spilled from Finley’s mouth as his current reality sunk in. How had he thought he could beat Knight? Finley stupidly had believed at the compound that he could teleport into Knight’s quarters and negotiate for Zuma’s happiness, for the curse to be lifted. Not only had he been unrealistic, but he’d been unwise not to see all this coming. He cursed himself for not seeing that Knight would come after Vagabond Circus. Of course that’s what he’d been after. That had been the other motivation behind Knight’s revenge. And now Knight had won. He’d killed Dave, taken his circus and with it any chance Finley ever had of freedom or happiness. 
Finley sensed the two figures approach behind him and he knew immediately that even if he wanted to teleport, he couldn’t. If he wanted to move at super speed, he couldn’t. Power-Stopper was behind him, in close enough proximity that she was robbing him of his dream travel skills. What Finley didn’t know was that Power-Stopper had graduated and now was named Gwendolyn. What Finley did know was that if he did try to run, Sebastian, the other person behind him, had every chance of catching him. Touching him. Killing him with a single hand clasped to his arm. As he had been his entire life, Finley was trapped. Again, he laughed to himself, this one also reeking of no humor. How did he think he could escape? Knight would never have let him get away for good. Now the only advantage Finley had was that Knight couldn’t get into his head to create mind-numbing headaches. But Knight didn’t know that, which was also in Finley’s advantage. 
“Tell me, Finley,” Knight said, his gravelly voice bringing that familiar dread to the acrobat’s mind. “You escaped from my compound. But I don’t understand why. I brought you into this world. I fed you. Taught you. Gave you everything you ever HAD!” Knight boomed on the last word. Finley knew from his peripheral that the older man’s face had suddenly blossomed into a fire engine red but he didn’t dare look at him directly. He knew better. “And you left me,” Knight said now in an urgent whisper. Oddly he sounded almost hurt. 
“How long?” Finley said, his voice even quieter than Knight’s. 
“Excuse me?” Knight said.
“How long do you plan to make me serve you, Master?” Finley asked, his chin nearly touching his chest. 
Knight’s loud laugh was soon joined by smaller ones behind Finley. “We are a family. Family is forever. What we do is a family business. And you have your name. You have a rank. Why would you want to leave that?” 
“That’s why I escaped. You were never going to let me go, Master,” Finley dared to say, all the while his eyes on the ground. 
“Where did you want to go when you left me?” Knight asked, but Finley knew he wasn’t supposed to answer. “You went to Vagabond Circus. I was about to take you there, as you can see now since I’m the majority owner. When are you going to see that I’m always a step ahead of you? I’ve always known what you wanted. And I’m now in the position to give my kids whatever they desire for serving me. Sebastian and Gwendolyn, tell me what you two want.” 
“Power,” Gwendolyn said without hesitation.
“Power and freedom,” Sebastian said. 
“And guess who now has the privilege to run freely and do whatever they want at Vagabond Circus,” Knight said to the kids at Finley’s back. 
“We do, Master,” they said in unison. 
The idea that Sebastian could run around and do whatever he wanted terrified Finley. He didn’t know the boy well, but knew he was obsessed with creating pain. 
“And Finley. You wanted to be a star in this circus and if you would have just been patient you would have known I was about to give that to you. But your haste and show of disrespect has earned you my forever contempt. Sebastian tells me that you seem to care for these people at Vagabond Circus. The ones who now work for me.” The threat was as heavy as lead in Knight’s tone. 
“Master, punish me,” Finley said, his voice a raspy plea. 
“I’ve always respected you, Finley,” Knight said, ignoring his request. “You were my first named kid. The one who was relentless, always doing what I asked. You were so strong you never went any further than round one of the punishments. I’ve always found this strange because usually the pain I create inside my kids’ heads makes them pee their pants before any physical threats start, but you weren’t ever weakened. Strange really.” And the insinuation flanked the last two words, bringing instant panic to Finley’s mind. 
“Master, I can explain,” Finley said, his voice an urgent whisper now.  
“Can you? CAN YOU?” Knight said too loud. “Sebastian?” 
“Yes, Master?” the younger boy said. 
“Tell me how this feels,” Knight said. 
A deep guttural scream ripped from the boy’s mouth. Finley didn’t dare turn around. The groan dissipated over a long few seconds. 
“And Gwendolyn?” Knight said when Sebastian had quieted.
“Yes, Master?” the girl said.  
Again a wail of pain filled the tent, this one high-pitched.
“And Finley?” Knight said when he’d apparently released Gwendolyn from the torture. “Do you want to fake a yelp of pain as you always have? Because I targeted the pain at you when that girl made her accusations since I saw you holding her hand when I came in. I thought torturing you would be a better punishment for her since I know assaulting the people others care about is most effective. However, you didn’t even flinch. And now I’m targeted on you but there’s no effect. For how long has my mind torture not worked on you?” Some of Knight’s words were quick and others drawn out, like he was alternating his delivery for amusement. 
“Always, Master,” Finley said in a low voice.  
A chuckle that sounded nothing like one slipped out of Knight’s mouth. “Then you’ve given me no choice but to give your punishment to the ones you care about.” 
“But Master—” Finley almost jerked his head up. 
“Silence! You want to hurt them and also be cursed? Do you, Finley? Oh, and I realize you figured out you can dream travel. So do it. Escape again, but note that I will find you and when I do I will destroy you after I’ve cursed or murdered every last person at this circus. IS THAT CLEAR?” 
Finley nodded, unable to manage anything else. 
“You are a part of this family whether you like it or not. You will stay, you will serve, and you will be an example to my kids and the people of Vagabond Circus or next time I won’t let up on the girl with the pink stripe in her hair. I’ll make her head hurt until it hemorrhages.” 
“Yes, Master,” Finley said on the tails of Knight’s words, hoping to cut him off, to make him stop. Finley couldn’t believe how flawed he’d been in thinking he could save Zuma from the curse. That was impossible. And now he was going to have an incredibly difficult time just keeping her alive. His only hope was that she’d leave Vagabond Circus and that hope was worthless. The girl would never abandon Dave’s circus. Especially now that it was in drastic need of saving.
 



Chapter Three
The stuffy air in Ian’s truck was starting to make him feel like he was suffocating. He’d been sitting in the old teal Chevy for three long hours with the windows sealed shut. He’d been in the truck’s passenger seat when Zuma, Finley, and Jack had arrived. She had cast a relieved glance at the truck, but since it was dark she hadn’t noticed him in there. He was grateful she looked relieved to see the truck, grateful she felt better knowing he was still there at Vagabond Circus. Ian had no disillusions. He actually was the one person at Vagabond Circus, and one of the few in the world, who really saw things for what they were. His divination and clairvoyance made his realities always clear. Ian’s heart was only lightened that someone with a spark as pure as Zuma’s cared about him. He went unnoticed by most by choice, but he wanted to be thought fondly of by the girl, especially once he was gone. 
Ian hadn’t been surprised to see Jack’s legs stretched in front of him, hadn’t been surprised to see him in a wheelchair. He’d known that if Finley and Zuma had followed his directions, they would save Jack, but not from his fall. Some futures were unavoidable. And in the case of Jack’s paralysis, it wasn’t the worst-case scenario. In truth, Jack living his life without the challenges he was going to face would have delivered him a much worse future. Now Jack had the chance at real happiness. 
Ian opened the glove box and stared at the blackness inside it. He knew what was in there, although he couldn’t see it directly. He’d bought the item last week. Now he sat in the passenger seat wishing he would have run away from Vagabond Circus last week instead. That’s one reason he’d chosen to sit in the passenger side instead of the driver’s side of his truck. His constant visions of the future made him feel like a passenger to what was going to happen to Vagabond Circus. He would have little involvement in the things Knight would do to his people, but still he’d be forced to watch one way or another, either in person or in his head. And that’s why he hadn’t run away. One way or another he’d be cursed with the visions of the future.
Ian would always see the horrible no matter where he was. So he didn’t run even though he wanted to. Soon most at Vagabond Circus would want to run away too, but none of them would. For most, they would stay with the faith that they were in the right place at the moment, or that they were protecting Dave’s circus. For those who didn’t instinctively believe this, they would once Ian spread his well-crafted rumor. 
He threw his hand through his light-colored curly hair. He didn’t like to lie. The man had never had a reason to lie before; withholding information was as close as Ian ever came. But now he’d have to tell the Vagabond Circus members that if they stayed and endured the torture Knight would put them through, then they would overthrow his leadership and run him away. He would also tell them that if they ran away then Knight would ruin Vagabond Circus, forever tarnishing everything Dave sought to do. Knight would make all those who believed in magic, believe in something sinister. Knight would spread evil if the Vagabond Circus members left the big top. That’s what Ian would tell them. 
This actually wasn’t the future that Ian saw. Not at all. What he saw had forced him to lock himself away in his truck, almost hoping to suffocate in the small compartment. However, Ian knew he couldn’t give up yet. Except with the first vision he ever saw, he never tried to change the vision in his head. But now Ian had to. If his gift was to be considered that at all, then in this case it had to be employed to make things right. And after he’d told his lies and set up a different path for Vagabond Circus members then he’d finally be done. He would free himself of the torture of being a prisoner to the unrelenting tragedies of the future playing in his vision. 
Ian reached into the dark glove box and removed the pistol he had bought last week. He had no doubt that when the time came he could raise the gun to his head and fire. No doubt at all. Ian had already seen himself doing just that in a vision of the future.
 



Chapter Four
“He can’t get away with this,” Zuma said to Titus in a hush. Her head was still pressed between her palms as she walked beside the older man. 
Titus pushed Jack’s wheelchair. The acrobat seemed to be in a silent state of shock. He hadn’t said a word since he’d confronted Knight. Now Jack just stared at his outstretched legs like he didn’t believe they were real. It was his current reality he was doubting. It didn’t compute and he regretted that he hadn’t said more. Charged Knight. Confronted him. Accused him. Attacked him. But how could he? He was powerless. And trying to convict Knight of attempting to murder him was ridiculous. Jack had jumped through a skylight. That’s how the authorities would see it. He’d broken and entered. Trespassers had no rights. Finley had once said that Knight’s crimes were untraceable. Now Jack fully understood why. 
In the background Jack heard muttering. Titus and Zuma were talking. To decipher their words would take more focus than his shocked state would allow so he just stayed locked on the unmoving legs in front of him. 
“Titus, what is he doing here? How can we stop him? We have to do something,” Zuma said, her voice low, her tone frantic. 
Titus halted and spun to face the girl. “Don’t you think I know that?” Just as Zuma pulled her hands from her still aching head Titus had her face cupped in his fingers. It was an urgent gesture, but still full of gentleness. It spoke so eloquently of the fear inside of Titus. For him to reach out, to grab her, meant he was bursting with panic. “Zuma, get this straight, we are doomed. There’s nothing we can do. And therefore you have to leave Vagabond Circus. You and Jack and everyone have to leave. Without you all here, Knight has no circus.” 
Zuma’s dark eyes narrowed and she stepped back out of Titus’s hold. “No.” She said that one word sharp enough it could cut. “I’m not letting him have Dave’s circus. I’m—”
“It’s his circus now,” Titus said. “He has a legitimate claim to Dave’s share of fifty-one percent. That’s why you all have to leave. There’s nothing we can do and Knight will destroy Vagabond Circus now and turn it into something sinister.”
“That’s exactly why we have to stay and take it back,” Zuma said, wanting to stomp her feet into the earth. 
Titus was already shaking his head before she was done speaking. “No, Zuma, you don’t get it. There’s no beating Knight. Even Dave knew that. That’s why he only banished him from Vagabond Circus using a curse. He knew he could never get rid of him, although I’m not sure he would have tried.”
“So what? You’re just going to allow him to have your shares and abandon everything you’ve worked for for twenty years?” Zuma asked, shaking with anger. 
“What choice do I have?” Titus said, and the defeat in his voice attempted to crawl into Zuma’s heart and hibernate there. 
She shook this off, rose up higher on her long legs. Stared up at the creative director.  “You can stay with me and figure out a way to save things. This can’t be over. Because if we leave then Knight will just find new performers. He’ll enslave his kids to perform. At least if we stay we can protect people. At least if we stay we have a chance of taking Vagabond Circus back,” Zuma said. 
Titus shook his head and looked away from the girl, off into the dark where he could see nothing. But when Titus spoke, he was talking to Zuma. “So you won’t leave then?” 
“Not even if my life is at stake,” she said, her voice full of conviction. 
“Well, if you stay that’s exactly what’s at stake, Zuma. I want you to know that.”
“Titus please,” she said, reaching out and taking the creative director’s hand. He’d known Zuma her whole life. Had been there when she was born in the big top. And like Dave he knew she carried a special magic in her, a power to change things. “Please, Titus. You have to believe we are strong enough to stop this. You have to believe you’re strong enough,” she added. 
“Okay,” he said, his eyes on the petite hand clutching his. 
Before he could say more the phone in Zuma’s pocket rang, clanging like the loudest sound in the world inside the silent dark circus grounds. Zuma shuffled hastily for the phone. With a quick glance at the screen she turned and rushed for Fanny’s trailer. “It’s Dr. Chang,” she called over her shoulder. “Bring Jack,” she said to Titus. “Hurry.” 
 



Chapter Five
Fanny had been trudging the same path out in front of her darkened trailer when she heard the approaching footsteps. Her three charges were finally asleep inside. Fanny had tried to lie down, knowing if she was exhausted tomorrow she wouldn’t be able to care for the kids with the affection they deserved. However, the multiple attempts at rest had been met with defeat. A nervous hum buzzed in the older woman’s chest and the only thing that made it bearable was pacing. Back and forth. Again and again. 
She turned at the sound of the racing feet. A dark figure moved swiftly across the grounds in her direction. Could it be more heartbreak? Fanny almost considered running into her trailer and locking the door. Locking herself away from the potentially approaching bad news. Then Fanny spotted the unmistakable, almost white hair flying back behind Zuma’s face as she ran. Something glowing was pressed to the girl’s head. She was ten feet away when Fanny heard her speak into what she now realized was a phone. “Yes, we got here safely. And Fanny is right here. I’ll turn the phone over to her now,” the young girl said.  
Zuma arrived with a graceful halt in front of the bewildered woman. The girl’s hair hung in strings around her reddened face, and her chest vibrated, not from running, but rather from adrenaline. Before Fanny could praise God for bringing the acrobat back to Vagabond Circus safely she took the cell phone from Zuma’s outstretched hand. 
“It’s Dr. Chang,” Zuma said in response to the confused look on Fanny’s face. “He’s Jack’s doctor and he only released him because he knew Jack would be under your care. You have to speak to him and prove that you’re nurse Fanny.” 
The woman closed her swollen fingers around the cell phone. “Jack’s doctor?” she said, trying to remember the last news she’d heard about Jack. He’d broken his legs in a fall in Knight’s compound. That’s what Titus had told her. She drew in a long breath and nodded a high chin at Zuma. “Of course.” She slid the cell phone to her ear. 
“Nurse Fanny Swedlund speaking,” the woman said at once into the phone. 
A man on the other side of the line cleared his throat. “Nurse Fanny, I can hardly believe this could be you. I’m Dr. Chang,” a man said, a subtle Chinese accent to his words. 
“Hello, Doctor,” Fanny said, trying to understand why she was talking on the phone with a stranger at this late hour. 
“I’ve studied your cases extensively,” Dr. Chang said. “And I released Jack early into your care because I believe his future is best in hands like yours. However, for my peace of mind, I have to know you’re the world renowned nurse I’ve heard of.” 
Fanny nodded, although the man on the other side of the phone couldn’t see this response. “If you’ve studied my cases,” she began in a confident tone, “then you know that in over ten years I oversaw the care of six hundred seventy-five cancer patients, two hundred thirty-four injury patients, and eight hundred ninety patients with viral infection. Seventy-five percent of my patients were considered terminal and yet only twelve patients passed away from their conditions.” 
Silence on the line. Something bristled against the receiver. Then Dr. Chang said, “Well, there’s no doubt now, only the real Nurse Fanny would know those numbers without hesitation.” 
“Exactly,” she said. “Now, you said that Jack’s future rested in my hands. What is his prognosis?” Fanny said, her curious eyes on an anxious Zuma in front of her; then her eyes tightened on someone else approaching in the dark between the trailers in the distance. 
“Wait,” Dr. Chang said. “You don’t know? Haven’t you seen Jack yet?” 
“He just arrived,” Fanny said, now seeing it was two figures approaching, Titus pushing Jack in a wheelchair.
“Oh, well, you’ll want to check his legs to ensure the travel didn’t open any of the incisions,” Dr. Chang said. “And then you and I should plan to discuss his physical therapy treatment and how you intend to approach his healing. You see, I discharged Jack, but I still feel invested in his care. Turning him over to you was a special case and I’d like you to loop me into his recovery.”
“Of course, Dr. Chang,” Fanny said. “And I appreciate your confidence in me. I know Jack must have been anxious to return to his home.” 
“He was. You were a big factor in allowing him early discharge with his condition,” the doctor said.  
“And again, you haven’t answered my earlier question. What is Jack’s condition?” Fanny asked.
There was another pause. “He’s paralyzed,” Dr. Chang said just as Jack and Titus made it to a portion of light, illuminating the defeated look on the young man’s face, and the bandages on his legs which stretched out before him. 
“Right,” Fanny said, feeling something like a stone fall to the bottom of her stomach.
 



Chapter Six
“Oh, in heaven’s name,” Fanny said, pushing the phone into Zuma’s hand and hurrying toward Jack. She didn’t completely register the exhaustion dripping off his face before she flung her arms around his shoulders. Fanny’s embrace had the effect on Jack that it had on most: it opened him up. Gave him a silent validation to allow his emotions to spill out of him. He clapped a hand around the older woman’s back and squeezed his eyes shut. Unlike most at Vagabond Circus he hadn’t been raised by Fanny. He had come to the circus at the age of fifteen as a performer. But still he knew why all of her kids would do anything for the caregiver, because she gave herself to them. Loved them with all she had. Such was the capacity of Fanny Swedlund. 
When the healer pulled back she dropped into a kneeled position so she was looking at Jack straight on, not down at him. 
“What has happened to you, Jack?” she said, her eyes on his, not on his legs. 
“I met Charles Knight,” he said dryly. 
She nodded, a knowing expression in her eyes marked by lines. “But you lived and most who have trespassed into his territory cannot say that.” 
“Was that…?” Jack trailed away, pointing to the phone clutched in Zuma’s hand. He hoped it was Dr. Chang, and not his brother Dr. Fuller. The brother who, like the rest of his brothers, was better than him. The one who, like his parents, disapproved of Jack.
“Yes, that was Dr. Chang,” Fanny said, rising to a standing position, her knee popping as she did. “I’ve assured him that you’re under my care now, and he did relay his prognosis. However, Jack, these things are never set in stone.” She tapped two fingers to the side of her head. “We are only ever a thought away from changing a would-be destiny.” 
Titus now moved around from his place behind the wheelchair. “What is this would-be prognosis?”
Fanny waved her hand dismissively at the tall man. “Nothing for you to concern yourself with now. You have other concerns and Jack will be mine.” 
“Fanny, please remember that as the creative director for Vagabond Circus I need to be informed. Lord knows I’m already at a serious disadvantage now, I don’t need you keeping things from me,” Titus said in a tone he reserved solely for Fanny. He spoke to her like he was pleading.  
She turned sharply to Titus. “Relaying this information to you or anyone else will only make the idea more powerful. Half of my power as a healer is making people forget there was anything wrong in the first place. When a thought has no power it can no longer control a person. And that’s mostly what an ailment is. A thought. So why don’t you forget this for the time being and help me figure out how we’re getting Jack into my trailer,” Fanny said with the authority of an army general.
 



Chapter Seven
From Fanny’s trailer window Benjamin had the curtain peeled back just enough so he could spy the events going on outside. The healer had thought he was asleep when she left to pace just in front of the trailer. She’d been doing a lot of pacing the last couple of days. It worried the ten-year-old boy. He didn’t like seeing Fanny so stressed. It made his chest vibrate with worry, his palms sweat, his tummy hurt. What would have Fanny so stressed? After Dave’s death she was sad. Everyone was still so sad. They always would be. But then the black trucks pulled up to Vagabond Circus and Fanny’s sadness turned into pure fear. Benjamin knew that look although he’d never seen it on his caregiver’s face. She had shuffled Benjamin, Tiffany, and Emily into the trailer, not allowing the kids to see what was in the black trucks, or who. They looked just like the white semis which held various compartments where the crew members had living quarters in sleeper row. However, these trucks were black and didn’t look like they had cozy compartments. 
Benjamin squinted through the window. Truth be told, Benjamin as a young boy had perfect vision. However, at that moment he wasn’t in his little boy form. Rarely since he came into his dream travel gift was he himself anymore, which had been another reason that Fanny had ordered him in the trailer. She also wouldn’t allow him to tell anyone but the other kids or Titus what his gift was. The caregiver had ordered him to only use his skill when inside her trailer. And then she said, “This is a gift we protect by hiding it.” 
Benjamin shook his head now at the strangeness of that thought. He believed that everyone should know he was a shape shifter. He couldn’t wait to announce it to the world of Vagabond Circus. But he trusted Fanny more than anyone he’d ever known and would never betray her order. 
Benjamin had trouble seeing up close with his current eyes but as they were able to focus he realized that he could see better in the dark than usual. Where things usually were shades of black and gray at night, now through the window he could see the pink strip in Zuma’s hair. He could see the blue of Fanny’s eyes as they widened when Jack was wheeled forward by Titus. Benjamin could see the details of the group that told him bad news was being relayed. It wasn’t something that he would be able to see with his own eyes. His own eyes would have only seen dark figures congregating. However, these eyes could see in high definition in the dark of night. 
Then the boy reflexively straightened when Fanny picked up her long skirt like she always did when she was about to climb the steps into the trailer. Benjamin backed up to the far wall, blinking rapidly. He needed to switch back into his normal form but the sudden nervousness made it impossible to concentrate. His mind was a blur of commotion as he realized the group was about to enter the trailer. He looked to the bedroom at the back, where the younger girls were sleeping. He could race for that space but it was unlikely he’d make it in time. This body didn’t move fast, not like he did when in his ten-year-old body. 
The door handle jiggled. Benjamin’s eyes stayed focused on it. Then when Fanny swung it open he realized her eyes and Zuma’s weren’t on him, but rather on the people trying to negotiate their way into the trailer. It was a sight to see. Titus had Jack cradled in his arms, the older man’s face red from the exhausting task. Jack’s face was a grimace of lines too, his bandaged legs held firm in Titus’s arms. 
Benjamin watched as orders were given and people moved. He was so entranced by the strange scene in front of him that he forgot his prior concern and fear. And it wasn’t until Zuma turned around and saw him that he remembered what she was seeing. The girl screamed and that’s precisely when Benjamin covered his face with his gloved hands.
 



Chapter Eight
Zuma clapped her hand over her mouth, muffling the scream that burst out of her without her permission. She backed up suddenly, colliding with Fanny, who was already reaching out and grabbing the girl by the shoulders. 
“It’s okay, Zuma,” Fanny said, her voice stern, her fingers pressing into the girl’s skin firmly.
Zuma shook her head widely and coughed on the remaining piece of the scream lodged in her throat. She tried to say something but it was Jack in Titus’s arms who whispered the one word she’d been trying to say. “Dave?” he said in a hush. 
“No,” Titus said at once and turned and gently laid the acrobat on the couch. “It’s not Dave.” 
Jack flinched from the pain of being moved and handled. Too much was going on at once. He moved the best he could to see around Titus and at the man who stood in the corner. He in fact looked exactly like Dave Raydon, dressed in his teal blue suit, complete with the top hat that had killed him. 
“Then who is that?” Zuma said, stepping forward and studying the now cowering figure. 
The man didn’t move like Dave. Didn’t have his confidence or smile. Zuma’s combat sense told her this much. She reached out, holding her hand a foot away from the man. Her approach was tentative. The man widened his eyes, which looked so much like the ringmaster’s. Light blue, outlined with a darker navy blue.
“It’s a real person,” Fanny said behind her. “But it isn’t Dave. I’m sorry.” The healer remembered her own disenfranchised state when she saw the figure of the man she thought was dead. Hope and confusion had blanketed her mind then, until she learned who was really inside the body of Dave. 
The man lifted his gloved hand, a look of heart-wrenching regret on his face. “I’m not Dave,” he said, using the ringmaster’s voice but without any of its usual merriment. “I’m sorry,” he said and reached forward and clasped his hand around Zuma’s. 
She squealed with shock, jumping back a foot into Fanny again, who was watching all of this with pain in her eyes. Titus and Jack watched too. Jack in awe and Titus with a haunted expression laced with bitter disappointment. 
“What are you?” Zuma stuttered out. 
“Who, you mean,” Fanny said, her voice calm. “I apologize you found out this way,” she said, looking at Zuma and then Jack. “This must be quite the rude shock.” She then turned and looked at the imposter. Fanny stepped forward and placed a hand on not-Dave’s shoulder and looked down at him. “I understand you’re scared,” she said in a voice she reserved for her kids. It was a higher pitch than her normal voice. Not one she ever used with Dr. Raydon. “It’s okay. You’re not in trouble for this. It’s not your fault they found out your secret, and I dare say Zuma and Jack can be trusted with the knowledge. So take a few deep breaths and then you should be able to change back.”
She was right too, Benjamin realized. He had no control over his shape-shifting when frightened. He’d have to learn to control that. It would do him no good. He sucked in a short breath, followed by a couple of deeper ones. When he let them out Zuma thought that the long drive was making her hallucinate. The colors on the teal blue suit swayed and blurred. The hat flickered and disappeared and then all at once in front of her Dave vanished. He seemed to melt into something smaller and only her combat sense explained to her the complex shifting that was happening all at once. Dave’s form had molded until he was in the shape of a little brown-haired and wide-eyed boy. 
“Benjamin?” she said, covering her mouth for a second time. 
“Hi,” he squeaked, throwing his chin to his chest, his eyes to the ground. That didn’t last long because suddenly arms were around him, the acrobat’s body pressed to his. 
“Congrats,” Zuma said, total astonishment in her voice. She pulled back, looking him over. “You came into your gift early?” she said, looking at him and then to Fanny for confirmation when all he did was bite his lip from the nervousness of the girl’s hands still gripping onto his arms. 
Fanny nodded proudly. “Yes, and what an incredible gift to be bestowed with so early in life.” 
“Indeed,” Titus said, his voice heavy.
 



Chapter Nine
Sunshine stared at the handful of hair ends pressed between her fingers. From only three inches away her eyes could spy the split ends and breaks in her long black strands. She snapped them or split them depending on the damaged thread. It was a nervous habit she’d broken herself of years ago, but now all her bad habits had surged to the surface, a series of comforts in the midst of her newest tragedy. Titus had assured the people of Vagabond Circus at Dave’s eulogy that things would get easier with time. He was wrong and didn’t know it. When Titus gave that speech he had no idea that the next day a truck carrying a lot more problems was about to unload itself on Vagabond Circus. 
Morning sunlight had been greeting the rousing members of Vagabond Circus when the first black truck had appeared. Most people were milling about trying to find a normal activity on another day that felt extremely abnormal without Dave’s presence. Sunshine had been staring at her scrambled eggs with a strange hostility like the pile of protein had made a personal insult at the girl. That’s when she had heard a commotion of crew members’ voices. They were busy prepping the big top for the first show the next day. Sunshine felt the embers of frustration from the rig crew members using her empathesis. She was so attuned to the emotions around the circus grounds that she felt new ones pretty acutely, especially a flood of them from a dozen crew members. 
Sunshine raced in the direction of the noise and that’s when she spied the first truck parked right in front of the main entrance of the big top, the one where patrons entered. Then a second black semi pulled up, blocking the side entrance, and then two more. They didn’t stop negotiating themselves into place until they formed a wall of sorts around Vagabond Circus grounds. She expected that Ian, who was in charge of rig crew, would be charging toward the driver of the first truck and telling him to move off their grounds, that they were blocking their loading zones. She caught Ian’s stocky figure standing in front of the grille of the first semi, six feet from it. The man shook his curly head, his lip pressed between his teeth which were covered in braces. And although she knew he was furious from reading his emotions, Ian only balled up his fists and turned and marched away. Marched away from the trespassing trucks. The ones blocking him from doing his job. Nothing was more important to Ian than his job. And he had marched away. Sunshine couldn’t make sense of it. 
The door to the first semi opened and Sunshine squinted through the morning light to see who had gotten out. Around her most of Vagabond Circus stood, also staring with confused expressions. From the cab of the truck a man who was both too tall and too thin exited. He had to be close to seven feet tall. His pale head was bald and she realized there was something else strange about the man. He had no eyebrows. His snow-white complexion seemed to glow in contrast to his black shirt and pants. 
Sunshine sucked in a sudden breath and then choked on it. She almost thought she’d been slapped across the back but no, she’d been assaulted by the emotions of this invader. It was the weirdest experience she’d ever had. For ten years she’d read people’s emotions. Hundreds of thousands of emotions. But this was the first time she’d ever met someone who had emotions that made her shiver. She looked down at her arms and realized she’d absentmindedly been clawing at her skin. Bile rose in her mouth. Never before had she felt such hatred in a person. The man in front of her was pure evil and there was something else. Something she hadn’t quite figured out at that point. 
The man climbed out of the truck and pretended not to notice that most of the circus was staring at him. To Sunshine’s right she spied Titus materialize from the crowd. He was tall but not in comparison to the strange man. The creative director stepped forward. “Knight? What are you doing here? You know you aren’t allowed here,” Titus said, his voice attempting to be strong, but Sunshine spied the cracks in it.
And still the man didn’t look at Titus or the various Vagabond Circus members gawking at him. The man named Knight seemed to have his attention focused on the other trucks. From his high vantage point he could probably spy them well. Finally his narrow eyes brightened as a boy and girl joined him on either side. The girl had orangey red hair and wore an expression of entitlement. The boy had shoulder-length black hair and when he turned to face the crowd Sunshine again felt assaulted. It was Sebastian. The boy who had been under Fanny’s care but ran away from Vagabond Circus. That had always seemed strange to Sunshine. Who would willingly leave the circus? 
Only when joined on either side by the girl and Sebastian did the man turn and face Titus, who now stood only a few feet from him. “Well, hello, Titus. It has been too long, hasn’t it?” the man said and his voice sounded like it was running over sandpaper to get out of his throat.  
“What are you doing here?” Titus said through clenched teeth, his face already pinched red from his fear and frustration. “You know you aren’t allowed here.” 
“Things have changed, haven’t they? Dave is dead.” Then the man dropped his bald head and shook it with pretend grief, but Sunshine felt his emotions and knew that there was no remorse in him. Actually there was pure glee. Sunshine fought the urge to tear forward and attack the man. Her eyes scanned Sebastian and then the redheaded girl. They were protectors. That was what she felt from them. More than just that actually, but mainly that they wanted to protect the man. She knew then that attacking him would never work. But why? Who was Sebastian and who was this man? 
The stranger raised his head, a sharp smile in his dark eyes. “Now Titus, if you’ll step aside I’d like to briefly address the circus, my circus,” he added. His voice was scratchy and raw and his words all wrong. 
“No! What are you—” Titus began.
The man held up his hand. “I will explain. Step aside.” 
And to Sunshine’s horror Titus did step to the side, a fear like she’d never seen in his eyes. 
The tall man raised his long arms, holding them out in a greeting fashion. “My name is Charles Knight,” he said in the most unwelcoming voice she’d ever heard. “Dave, your dearly departed ringmaster, was my brother. What a tragedy his loss was,” he said, shaking his head, but inside him Sunshine felt a giddy excitement. “I was shocked when I learned of my brother’s passing. And even more so I was shocked to learn that as his only living relative I am now the majority owner of Vagabond Circus.” 
“No!” Titus said, stepping forward. 
Charles Knight snapped his menacing eyes on Titus. “Oh, yes,” he growled. And then Titus’s hands shot to his head. Sunshine knew he was feeling pain. Horribly distracting pain. With his head pinned between his hands Titus snuck back into the crowd, instant defeat on his face.
Sunshine had no idea why Titus, who although fearful at times, appeared completely cowardly in front of this man. And Dave had a brother? Where had he been for the ten years she’d lived at Vagabond Circus? Dave never mentioned him. And why were there trucks? What was in them? 
Sunshine couldn’t understand any of what had happened. However, she did know two things with ultimate certainty. First: there were dozens of new, unique emotions at Vagabond Circus. Emotions that felt raw and were best labeled as neglect. And second: she knew Titus had withheld information from Vagabond Circus. Dave didn’t die of natural causes. He was murdered. She felt it blast her like a missile at the mention of Dave’s death, but not from Charles Knight. She felt it from Sebastian. Pure and selfish pride. When Knight spoke of Dave’s death, Sebastian was bathed in a gleeful satisfaction. He’d murdered Dave. And the night the ringmaster died had been the night the boy disappeared. Sunshine knew there was more to unravel here and she would. She would undoubtedly stay and find out what happened to Dave. And if Sebastian had in fact killed him as she suspected, then she’d strangle the boy with her own hands. Happily.
 



Chapter Ten
Since seeing Dave’s figure standing in Fanny’s trailer, Zuma had found it impossible to fully catch her breath. Each attempt to fill her lungs with oxygen was cut short by an ache in her chest, leaving her lightheaded. Yes, she knew that the extremely real form wasn’t Dave. It could talk like him, looked like him, but inside that body was Benjamin’s soul and not Dave’s. His had vanished. Moved on. Still, she kept seeing Dave in her head. Wondering how many ways he lived on in the people of Vagabond Circus. That was the gift and curse of the circus. Anything could happen. The impossible didn’t apply to Vagabond Circus.
After Fanny heavily asserted she be alone to examine Jack, Titus had insisted on chaperoning Zuma to her trailer. On the quiet trip to her place, the creative director kept jerking his head over his shoulder looking for a lurking figure in the dark. 
“You think we could be attacked?” she finally asked. 
“I don’t know what to expect. Knight can’t be trusted. You’ve already seen that,” Titus said, his voice low.
“Why is he here? Why did he take his inheritance? Why would he want it?” Zuma asked.  
“Because Knight once loved Vagabond Circus,” Titus said, his eyes scanning the grounds continuously. “Well, as much as he is capable of loving anything. Anyway, I know when Dave forced Knight to leave the circus that’s when he really broke. Became pure evil.” 
“And is that why Knight cursed the circus?” Zuma said. “Because Dave forced him to leave?”
Titus stopped with eyes so wide she could see too much of their white in the dark night. “How do you know about the curse?” 
“Finley told me,” she said, studying the new nervousness that covered him. 
“He told you?” Titus said, sounding almost angry. 
“Well, not what the curse was, but just that Knight had done it. You know what the curse is? Tell me,” Zuma said. 
Titus looked around, unable to see much in the dark grounds. Finally he grabbed Zuma’s hand and dragged her toward her trailer. “Not right now. Let’s get you to safety.” 
“Titus…” she said, frustrated and confused. 
“Not right now, Zuma,” Titus said and there was a rare authority in his voice she didn’t question. She wanted more of that to come out of Titus. If Titus was going to protect Vagabond Circus from Knight then he’d have to be stronger than he’d ever been. 
At Zuma’s trailer Titus stood looking around, scanning for hidden dangers. “There’s a meeting first thing tomorrow morning. Knight called it. Be there and then we will figure out what we’re doing next.”
Zuma felt so sorry for Titus. He wanted to protect his people. To get them as far away from danger as possible, but to do that he’d have to give up an empire worth more than anything he’d ever had. The torn look in his eyes made her breath fully catch in her lungs. “Okay,” she said. 
“Now get inside there and lock the door. Call me if you need anything, got it?” Titus said.  
She nodded and did as she was told, pushing the latch closed as soon as she entered the space. However, Zuma didn’t move away from the wall. She stayed there for a long minute. Then she pushed back the curtain of the window beside her. Titus had gone. Zuma realized she was shaking when she pulled the lock back open. She didn’t like defying Titus’s orders. If he were Dave then the thought wouldn’t have even occurred to her, but Titus had never held as much authority as the ringmaster. 
Zuma searched the dark but the grounds were quiet. Gloomy. Still. There was one light on, two trailers over. She snuck past Jasmine’s trailer. How confused her fellow acrobat must have been when Jack, Finley, and Zuma disappeared. She’d have to explain so much to her friend tomorrow, Zuma thought. 
The light in the trailer beside Jasmine’s was dim, probably just the light over the stove or one in the bathroom. He probably only turned it on briefly, but it was enough for Zuma to know that Finley was inside his trailer. That light hadn’t been on when she’d run past there an hour ago with Titus and Jack following her to Fanny’s trailer. 
Zuma brought in a full breath, grateful she could finally breathe properly. Soon she’d be with Finley and have his comfort. His protection. That was the only ray of hope in the current dismal circumstances. 
Her fist paused before quietly rapping on the metal door to his trailer. Inside she heard something stir. Her combat sense caught the blinds move quickly. Most would have never seen it. She knew he’d used his super speed to see who was outside his door. Zuma expected that she’d hear the door unlock and pulled back. Then she’d walk forward into Finley’s arms, the only place she’d feel safe. And yet she realized that nothing was happening. She stood for a full thirty seconds when she realized maybe Finley wasn’t about to open the door. But why? Another thirty seconds passed. Zuma knocked again. Quite possibly Finley hadn’t seen her. Couldn’t see his visitor in the dark. 
“Finley, it’s me. Open up,” Zuma whispered, her lips an inch from the crack in his door. Her hands pressed into it. 
She then felt a weight press against the other side of the door. Something firm. And then Zuma heard a rustling as something slid down the door and landed on the floor. Was Finley sitting with his back against the door? Keeping her out?

Again she knocked. Louder this time. “Finley, what are you doing? Let me in,” Zuma said, then looked over her shoulder spying a movement. Then there was a sound. A twig breaking underfoot. She spied through the dark for Sebastian or Power-Stopper or whoever else could be prowling in the grounds of Vagabond Circus. 
She thought she saw something in the distance. Her eyes focused until she saw two green beads in the dark. The light from a nearby streetlight reflected off them. Yes, it was a pair of eyes. She was certain of that. Maybe the eyes of a raccoon or opossum? But then she realized the two reflections in the blackness were too high off the ground to belong to a rodent. The eyes were roughly twenty yards away down a row of trailers and hovered at the height of a person. At Sebastian’s height. However, humans’ eyes weren’t supposed to reflect light, Zuma remembered. Eye shine occurs in nocturnal animals, mostly carnivores who hunt at night. And still this not quite animal, not quite human, moved and the outline of their frame took shape. It was a person. A boy. And then everything but their green eyes went dark. Disappeared. The person’s body was bathed in dark. She was sure it was Sebastian. Sure, although the dark was robbing her senses of so much. And Zuma realized all he had to do was touch her, touch her and she’d be dead. She turned back to the door with a new urgency. “Damn it, Finley, open up,” she said, her voice a hush. “There’s someone out here.” 
She felt a thump on the other side of the door like something banged back into it. Finley’s head maybe. 
“Go back to your trailer, Zuma. You’re not safe out there,” he said from the other side of the door.  
“Finley,” Zuma said, her voice catching in her throat. He was in there! “Let me in then,” she said, whipping her head over her shoulder. The eyes were gone. Had moved. 
“You’re not safe in here either,” Finley said, his voice breaking the veil holding Zuma’s emotions back. 
“What?” she half croaked out through threatening tears. 
“Go away, Zuma,” Finley said, a new sternness in his voice. 
From her peripheral Zuma’s combat sense noticed movement behind her, still a bit of distance, but someone was there. Now she knew it.
Zuma turned, putting her back to Finley’s door and scanning the darkness. Whatever had moved was hidden now. “Finley,” Zuma said, her head to the side, pulse racing, “I need your help now. Please.” She said the last word with a begging urgency. 
“Then listen to me and do exactly what I say,” Finley said.  
Zuma pressed herself into the door, almost sensing she could feel Finley pressed into the other side of the door. 
“You’re fast,” he said, his words hard. “Much faster than him. Take off running now and don’t stop until you’re locked inside your trailer. Okay?”
“But Finley,” Zuma almost cried, panic taking over her once steady heart. 
“No,” he said in a harsh whisper. “You can’t come in here. Just stay away from me.” 
Tears rattled in Zuma’s throat. Her combat sense spied the figure move out into the dark open. Fifteen yards in the opposite direction of her trailer. 
“Please,” she said through a bottleneck of tears. 
“Go now, Zuma!” Finley yelled, his voice angry and urgent. 
She caught the movement in front of her a second before the figure started in her direction. Zuma shot in the other direction, racing for her trailer, using her acrobatic grace to manage the distance ahead of her with precise efficiency. She felt the figure rushing behind her. Heard him moving, not as fast or graceful as her. Zuma’s hand reached for her door before she was there. She whipped it open and shut and locked it in one single movement, like a morbid dance move. She backed away from the door shaking, her eyes pinned on it, realizing how flimsy the divider was from her and the person on the other side. Zuma reached for her cell phone in her pocket when Sebastian’s voice came through her door. 
“The night belongs to me, Zuma,” he said in a voice that slithered through her mind, echoing its dark intent. “Let’s play a game from now on, shall we? During the day you’re safe, but watch your back when night comes. Tag, you’re it.” And then a laugh so wrong and sick slipped through the crack. “I’m dying to put hands on you. I’ve always wanted to, but now I have permission.” Another laugh, but this one faded as its owner moved away from the trailer.
 



Chapter Eleven
Titus checked to ensure the ringer on his mobile phone was on and at full volume. Everyone at Vagabond Circus had his number. They all knew to call for any reason. As he stood motionless in the center of his own trailer his conversation with Zuma sped through his mind, different parts of it all at once, like several tracks playing over each other, inundating his brain. 
Titus stared at the door of his trailer. What dangers did he expect to hurt Vagabond Circus members? Besides from what Knight did to Zuma in the office tent and to Titus when he arrived, there had been no other threats, but that was just the thing about Knight. He did things so they were impossible to link to him. Got into people’s heads to create mysterious headaches. Used a boy with poison in the oils of his skin to murder. Commanded Gwendolyn to stop Dream Travelers’ powers so they couldn’t fight back. And suffocated innocent babies when no one was around. 
Knight hadn’t made any threats yet, but Titus knew there was still something to be feared. When Knight had been at Vagabond Circus before, in the early years, his presence made everything tense. His precise tone of speaking to people set everyone on edge. And yet he was Dave’s brother so no one said anything about the sinister stares Knight gave them or the things he said which seemed to insinuate threats. 
Titus folded his gaze down to the worn carpet of his trailer. He should move. Do something. Eat something. But he felt paralyzed by the thoughts still streaming wildly across his mind. Zuma wouldn’t leave the circus, but maybe others would if it looked like things were getting worse. Titus wanted to save Dave’s circus from his crazy brother but he didn’t know how. The very man responsible for the ringmaster’s death was now running the show. How was this venture even worth doing anymore? But Titus knew Zuma was right. They couldn’t just run. However, the coward in Titus had been so close. So close to never confronting Knight when he climbed out of that truck upon arriving at Vagabond Circus. He would admit only to himself that once he saw Knight he almost turned and ran the opposite direction, abandoning the circus and its people. He wasn’t a strong man, but he was starting to realize that fate was trying to make him into one. Would fate win or would Titus be defeated? Murdered. Made nameless and forgotten like so many who confronted Knight or opposed him. 
And still Titus felt that twitch in his legs to get in his car and drive as far away as possible. He had always run from conflict. Cowered when confronted by bullies. The only time he’d ever been brave was when Knight had come to fight Dave. Knight had just killed his own child. Dave didn’t know when his brother confronted him on the day Dave’s wife, Cynthia, gave birth that the child wasn’t his. And Dave also didn’t know that Knight had just found out he’d murdered his own son. But all was revealed as Knight smashed his fist again and again into the ringmaster’s face. With each swing of Knight’s arm he told a piece of the story. And Titus had watched from a distance, thinking he was going to witness Knight beat his best friend to death. Just watch. Unable to build up the courage to stop it. And he almost did. 
But then somehow something took possession of him. Titus remembered moving with an urgency, his hands not hesitating when he neared Knight. He grabbed his arm, which was in the process of throwing another punch into Dave’s bloody face. Knight, who knew Titus was a coward, turned with a look of pure shock when he discovered the creative director was the one stopping him. When people act in ways incongruent to their usual behavior they have the most advantages. That’s how Titus gained the advantage on Knight that day. While the assailant was momentarily beset with shock, Titus threw his own punch into Knight’s face. Forty years of repressed anger rocketed out of Titus’s fist, breaking Knight’s nose and sending him to the ground where he was quickly restrained by two crew members. 
It was soon after that that Fanny appeared to reveal Cynthia, Dave’s wife, was dead, as well as Knight’s son. That’s when Knight cursed the circus. Titus had only ever known two people strong enough to lace the right words together with the right amount of intention to create a true curse: Dave Raydon and Charles Knight. 
Still restrained by the heavily motivated crew members Knight had drilled his gaze at the teal blue and neon green big top. He then said, “With the life force within me I curse any child ever born at Vagabond Circus to be unable to ever experience happiness. Since my child was stolen from me through lies and deceit none shall ever have what I cannot.” 
This curse was in essence the reason that Dave had instituted rule number two: no dating among circus members, and therefore no breeding. Dave hadn’t looked afraid by the words his brother spoke which had felt as tangible to Titus as the hard ground under his feet. He’d never witnessed a curse, but felt this one’s magic lacing itself around everything that belonged to Vagabond Circus and knew it was real and to be feared. Dave, who had just lost his wife and learned his dead child was really not his, simply wiped a white handkerchief across his face until the fabric was all red with blood. Not an ounce of emotion slipped from the short man’s demeanor. It was in stressful scenarios that Dave was always the calmest.
“And I vow that as long as I live, you, Charles Knight, my once beloved brother, shall never step foot on the grounds of Vagabond Circus without experiencing your own mind-numbing torture,” Dave said, producing his own curse. And again Titus felt those words like a monumental gust of wind and knew that they carried a power not to be ignored. 
And if that wasn’t enough, then Knight changed. First there was a twitch at the side of his face, then a grimace, and then his legs dropped under him, making it so the crew members restraining him were suddenly holding him up. He let out a loud yelp of pain. “Stop this!” he yelled to his brother. 
“You know exactly how to stop it,” Dave said and then directed his eyes to the crew members on either side of Knight. “You can release him. My brother will no longer be a threat to anyone at Vagabond Circus.” 
And they did release the man, who almost fell to the ground. Knight caught himself with one hand, the other hand clamped onto his head. Pain shot out of him in the form of a groan. 
“Now you feel what it is you do to others,” Dave said, head held high. “You will be punished by it the longer you stay here.” 
Knight looked up at his brother, murder in his eyes, blood covering his shattered nose. Then he pushed himself up and gradually, painstakingly, turned and walked with great effort in the opposite direction. Each step seemed to get easier for him as he neared the edges of the circus grounds. Titus and Fanny had exchanged bemused expressions, both wondering if what they’d seen had been real. Neither knew curses really existed until that day, but after that day neither would ever doubt it. 
Titus turned to Dave, and he still appeared calm as he watched his brother retreat. But it wasn’t the cool expression in Dave’s face that gave Titus pause. Dave’s face, which Titus knew well, was now different, aged. It wasn’t just the dried blood. There were new wrinkles, more grays in his light brown hair. The curse had taken years from him, his very life force. But Dave had cast the curse to protect Vagabond Circus. Knight had cast his curse to punish the circus. 
Titus then turned and realized Knight had finally disappeared from view. He wouldn’t see that man again for almost twenty years. But Dave’s curse had been very clear. As long as I’m alive you shall not set foot on Vagabond Circus grounds. And now Dave was dead and Knight had nothing stopping him from taking what he always wanted. He’d always wanted what Dave had: his wife, his child, and his circus. 
“I will not run,” Titus said out loud, in his empty trailer. He still stood in the center of the main room, but now a little straighter. “I will face this. I won’t cower. I won’t be defeated. I will bring Knight down.” Then he looked up to the ceiling, but in his mind’s eye he saw the heavens. “For you, old friend, I’ll take your brother down.”
 



Chapter Twelve
It had been silent since Nabhi and his brother, Haady, had lain down for bed. Not even the usual sounds of the crew members working late in the big top echoed from the tent, which sat close to the triplets’ trailer. Nabhi lay on his back on the sofa staring at the ceiling. Haady lay beside him on the trundle bed. Padmal had closed the door to her room an hour before her brothers decided to finally retire. They had spent the whole night discussing the new owner, Charles Knight. The brothers had postulated on what was in the trucks. Equipment? Furniture? Supplies? Four long semis had to contain a whole lot of something. Haady had visibly shivered when he talked about the new owner, Dave’s strange brother. 
“There’s just something not right about the whole thing. I don’t trust that man,” Haady said. 
“Well, I do,” Padmal said as she marched out of her room. She’d been listening to the conversation from her room. She took the last bottle of water from the refrigerator, not caring to ask her brothers if they minded. She unscrewed the top and turned her dark brown eyes on the pair sitting on the sofa. “I think he’ll be good for the circus,” she said and then downed half the water. “You notice that effect he had on Titus? The man looked afraid of him. What a coward. We need a real man running this show for once.” 
Nabhi narrowed his eyes at his sister, but Haady simply said, “Does that mean you’re staying? You aren’t still planning to leave Vagabond Circus?” 
This had been Padmal’s threat for years now. It was what she held over her brothers’ heads if they didn’t comply with all of her demands. She didn’t care if her leaving ruined their juggling act. Padmal hardly cared about anything. “I guess I’m staying for now. I’m curious to see how things change at the stupid circus. And what’s the point in leaving now that I know my mom is dead.” 
“Our mom,” Nabhi reminded his sister. 
“Whatever,” she had said before walking back to her room and disappearing for the night. 
That conversation still made Nabhi burn with anger. He knew he should love his sister the way Haady did, with such unending patience, but he wanted to strangle her at times. The idea actually made him smile and for that he felt simply awful. Nabhi turned his head and checked on his brother. Haady had drifted off on some dream travel adventure an hour ago. He was probably in Glasgow or Mexico City. Those were his two favorite cities. Nabhi had declined to join him. He needed to think on his own. The younger brother needed to calm his thoughts and then dream travel to Portland, Maine. That was his favorite place. He had just closed his eyes to focus his thoughts when a series of cries and screams interrupted the silence. He shot into a sitting position. Listened. The sounds were muffled but they were in fact a cry of sorts. Nabhi just knew it. Several voices made a stifled chorus of noise. He pushed back the curtain to the window next to the sofa. The night was black but Nabhi could plainly see what stood just beside his trailer. One of the black semis.
 



Chapter Thirteen
The big top began to fill with Vagabond Circus members ten minutes before the meeting time Knight had announced. Performers and crew members were anxious to learn more. Some like Haady and Nabhi were automatically suspicious of the new owner of the circus. Some like Bill, the circus chef, were withholding judgment until they had more information. And then there was Ian, who knew the truth. He had already started to spread the rumors that staying at Vagabond Circus was the best option for everyone’s future. No one doubted these instructions, once told to them from the “never wrong” Ian. Now he sat on the back row watching various people as they entered the big top. 
Padmal entered smiling beside an extremely unhappy Oliver. She went to reach for his hand, to pull him toward a certain row of seats, but he pulled away, although he still followed. Oliver’s eyes had been on Sunshine, who was giving the couple a cautious stare. The empath wanted to uphold Dave’s rules of no dating out of respect for the deceased ringmaster, but also because she’d finally allowed herself to loathe Padmal and wanted a reason to punish her. However, what only Ian knew was that Padmal’s true punishment would only come once she openly disobeyed the rules. And Sunshine too would soon break Dave’s rules, but not with Oliver. They were only friends. 
Ian pressed his head into his large hands. The visions never stopped. Actually they had started to play on top of each other. Futures of everyone he knew constantly looping in his cramped head. If he had been looking up he would have seen Zuma enter the tent a few seconds later. But he already knew what was about to happen to her, and the vision had broken his heart the first time he’d seen it. She rushed into the tent seeming to be looking for someone and then also scanning the crowd with a fearful gaze. All eyes shot to Zuma when the girl entered but she didn’t notice. 
“You’re back!” an eager crew member said. 
“Zuma!” another said, waving. 
She smiled politely and waved but had spotted the person she’d been looking for. To most he would have been impossible to find in the back corner of the big top, head down and partially hidden behind Bill’s large figure. But Zuma’s eidetic memory made it easy for her to take a snapshot of something as complicated as a few dozen people and find exactly what she was looking for. 
Zuma marched past the people who all wanted her attention, performers and crew members. She marched past Titus, who had looked relieved to see her and had been scribbling notes on a pad in the front row. Zuma marched straight over to Finley, who stood in the corner, arms crossed. He didn’t lift his head when she paused right in front of him, sliding into the space between him and Bill in the back row. 
“What the hell is going on? What was that about last night?” she demanded in a harsh whisper. 
“What do you mean?” he said, his voice cold, eyes on the ground. 
“Finley, I was nearly killed last night,” she said in a hush. “By Sebastian. He made threats.” 
Finley looked up then and his eyes were different. “And why do you think he came after you, Zuma?” he asked, his tone insinuating. 
She put her hand on his chest and encouraged him back a few feet farther from the crowd.  “Because he’s a freaking psychopath,” she said up close to him, careful to keep her voice low. 
“No, because you came to my trailer. Stay away from me, Zuma. Better yet, leave Vagabond Circus.” Finley knew Zuma would be a target if associated with him, not just by Knight but also by Sebastian. He and the boy had a past. One where Sebastian went to great lengths to sabotage him. Finley had been the first kid named and Knight’s best thief. Sebastian loved two things in life: power and Knight’s recognition. He would take down anything Finley loved just as he had so many times in the past. The kids Finley had cared for. The ones he dared to almost love. They’d all died by Sebastian’s hand without explanation. 
“No, Finley. This is ridiculous.” She gripped his shirt and stared deep into his eyes, all her anger and hurt showing. Some people in the crowd turned to stare, but most couldn’t see past Bill, who couldn’t care less what the acrobats were doing in the back of the tent. “You could have protected me last night and instead you left me to fend for myself. I could have been killed.” 
Finley wrapped his hand around Zuma’s wrist. “You weren’t because you followed my directions. And you’ll stay alive if you keep listening to me. Stay away from me for good, Zuma.” He then ripped her hand off his shirt and threw it to the side with a new ferocity he’d never used when touching her. Finley moved around her, knocking her shoulder hard as he stalked to the other side of the tent. Away from the heartbroken girl.
 



Chapter Fourteen
“Finley!?” Zuma heard Jasmine’s voice. “What the hell? Where you been? Where’s Zuma?” 
There wasn’t an answer from Finley. And then Zuma heard her friend say, “What, you’re not even going to say hi to me? Where you going?” 
Zuma then moved back to the front of the crowd. Her eyes couldn’t focus and inside her chest her heart thumped with long painful beats. Her throat had tightened with tears and she wanted to tear across the grounds and assault Knight. He’d taken so much from her. Dave, Vagabond Circus, Jack’s ability to walk, and now Finley. How could she feel so much pain and anger at once? It felt impossible that so much emotion could live in her at the same time. Still, Zuma approached the front of the crowd feeling like a smaller version of herself. When she materialized at the front, Jasmine shrieked and ran for the girl. She had been staring with bewilderment at the exit where Finley had just passed through, ignoring her as he went. Jasmine sprinted across the space and threw her arms around Zuma, knocking her back a few feet. Often Jasmine forgot that her super strength could bulldoze people if she wasn’t careful. 
“Oh my god!” she said, pressing Zuma so firmly into her it hurt. 
And then the tears Zuma had been holding in, the ones created by Finley’s rejection of her, slipped to the surface and down her cheeks. When Jasmine released Zuma, tears were also glistening on her brown face. “Where have you all been? I’ve been so worried,” she said, pushing the tears back from her bright green eyes. 
Realizing they’d attracted quite a bit of attention, Zuma pulled her friend back to where she and Finley had been, a place where they could see the ring and the crowd but couldn’t be seen themselves. 
“We’ve got to talk,” Zuma said. 
“You’re telling me,” Jasmine said, her hands pressed tightly into Zuma’s like she was afraid her friend would disappear if she let go of her. 
“But not right now,” Zuma said as a line of kids began filing into the big top.
 



Chapter Fifteen
A line of kids filed silently in to the big top in two separate rows. They were all dressed in black T-shirts and black pants. To Zuma they looked to be between the ages of eight and fifteen. Nothing was distinguishable about them. They were like soldiers, all with the same determined expression on their pale faces. They did vary in skin and hair color, but they all had the same lean build, similar to Finley, although he was definitely older than any of Knight’s Kids. Eighteen or nineteen she’d always guessed, although he didn’t know for sure. 
Zuma noticed Finley had slid back into the tent on the other side next to the entrance to the practice tent. His eyes were undoubtedly on her, burning with that intensity he always reserved for Zuma. But now the expression had that hostility he used to regard her with before they built bridges, the one he stared at her with when he first came to the circus. And she instinctively knew that now, and also then, the anger wasn’t at her but at himself and his regretful predicament.
Zuma didn’t hide her gaze on him or her own regret. But then the two lines of kids split and she was forced to watch the strange formation they made. One line went to the right, one to the left, circling the perimeter of the ring. They each moved like Finley, with such precision. All eyes were on them, no circus member commenting on the strangeness of this all. They stopped when the first kid in each line met the other on the other side of the forty-eight-foot-diameter ring. They lined it creating a half circle. Roughly forty kids. Zuma looked back at Finley to see his eyes still on her. She pressed her mouth together, wishing just this once he’d open a telepathic link for her. She needed to know what was going on. What to expect. How to protect her people. What the abilities of these kids were and who was most dangerous. And then two figures entered side by side and Zuma reflexively straightened. 
Jasmine caught the sudden intake of air Zuma sucked in and she looked at her friend. “What?” she said. 
Zuma only shook her head. Sebastian looked as she remembered, long scraggly black hair and cold green eyes. He was short for his age of fifteen at just under five feet. This was why Fanny believed the boy was twelve and didn’t have his Dream Traveler gift yet. She was wrong and Dave was dead because of Sebastian. 
A girl a few inches taller marched beside him. The look on her freckled face made something feel like it was crawling on the inside of Zuma’s skin. Power-Stopper had straight, chin-length red hair and the same cold green eyes as Sebastian. In truth, the two were siblings, born from the same Dream Traveler’s sperm and surrogate’s eggs, but they were a year apart. 
The siblings stopped in the center of the ring, leaving three feet between them. They halted in unison and pivoted to face the crowd. And then Zuma felt the blast of wind that surged through the big top when the impossibly tall man she’d met the night before stormed down the center aisle and took the spot in the middle of the ring. She had realized he was impossibly tall when she first saw him, but now towering over the kids beside him he seemed like a giant. Knight turned and faced the crowd, his small dark eyes not bothering to hide their cruelty. He spread his arms wide. They were like the wings of a giant hawk. It reminded her of the welcoming motion Dave made when he entered the big top at the beginning of each show, but there was nothing welcoming in Knight’s gesture. “I am Charles Knight and I’m the new owner of Vagabond Circus.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
Knight swung his gaze over the crowd in front of him. Zuma’s eyes moved to Titus on the other side of Jasmine. He didn’t look tense like she expected, but rather pissed. Then Zuma noticed every one of the Vagabond Circus members were present with the exception of Jack, Fanny, and her kids. 
“You all knew my brother,” Knight began, his voice deep, matter of fact. “You knew him as your ringmaster. You probably judged him as a good man. He did run a successful circus, I’ll give him that. I bet he rescued many of you, am I right?” 
There was a murmur of yeses from the crowd. 
Knight nodded. “Oh, my dear brother. So kind.” Again he held his arms out wide, indicating the kids half circling him at his back. “These are my kids, and I have rescued them.” 
Zuma clenched her teeth together. Her combat sense told her Knight was lying, but she already knew that and didn’t need to read the micro-expressions on his long face. “I have rescued many an orphan and now I run a school of sorts. I have done as my brother had and have taken in those at a disadvantage and given back to them. Isn’t that right, kids?” 
“Yes, Master,” the kids said in unison. 
“And are you happy under my guidance?” Knight asked the kids behind him, his gaze forward.  
“Yes, Master,” they answered. 
“And I,” Knight said to the Vagabond Circus crowd, “I have rescued more than my brother, taken more risks to save and care for more. My brother tried but was always limited.” 
Zuma couldn’t believe that the people of Vagabond Circus would stand for this manipulative talk but when she scanned the crowd she saw no disgruntled faces, so slight were the remarks Knight was making. 
“Now my kids are fragile based on the circumstances I’ve rescued them from,” Knight continued. “Furthermore, they have strict regimens. And therefore none of you”—he pointed to the crowd and brought his finger across them—“will under any circumstances speak or interact with them. I do not allow unknown influences around my kids and as far as I’m concerned you all are unknown. And I WILL NOT STAND for anyone hurting my kids.” The sudden yell in his voice made several people jump. “Is that clear?” he said in a soft voice. 
The people of Vagabond Circus agreed with startled nods. 
“Now if you want proof of the types of genius talent my school produces then just look at your star performer, Finley,” Knight said, throwing an unexpected hand in Finley’s direction. Finley straightened suddenly, coming to attention. The people of Vagabond Circus all gasped in surprise. Some exchanged whispers. 
“That’s right, once he graduated I arranged with Dave that he work with him. Isn’t that right, Finley?” Knight said, an edge in his voice. 
“Yes, Master,” Finley said at once, not missing a beat, although Zuma spied the lie in him, the resistance. 
“Isn’t that wonderful?” Knight said to the crowd. “Now you see how great my school is for its kids.”
There were more murmurs from the crowd but now they sounded like impressed exclamations. 
“And Sebastian was a kid that Dave elected to transfer to my program. My brother had failed to meet the boy’s needs for a higher degree of training due to his brilliant nature, isn’t that right?” Knight said to the boy on his right. 
“Yes, Master,” Sebastian said and his voice ran over Zuma’s skin like a Brillo pad, reminding her of their encounter last night. 
“And to my left, please meet Gwendolyn,” Knight said, indicating the girl Zuma believed to be Power-Stopper. “If you need anything from me I must insist that you never approach me directly but rather one of my three graduates, Finley, Sebastian, or Gwendolyn.” 
Zuma noticed the resentment flowing through Finley. He was being forced into this situation and what was worse, anything he did would make him look dishonest. He had been manipulated into this position and there was no way out for him. 
“Now we discuss why you all are in such a blessed position to be a part of the circus I now run, Vagabond Circus,” Knight said.
 



Chapter Seventeen
“Things have indeed changed,” Knight began, strolling to the front of the ring. “Your old ringmaster has died. You naturally have doubts about your new ringmaster.” He pressed his long-fingered hand to his chest. “And I hope you’ve all deduced that will be me. Owner and ringmaster of Vagabond Circus. These doubts of yours are normal. And I will not force any of you to work for me as Dave once did.”
Oliver noticed Padmal slightly smile beside him. She was eating this speech up like a decadent dessert. He wanted to stamp his foot down on her toe, but then quickly admonished himself for such a thought. 
“Like my kids, you will always have a choice,” Knight said and then jammed a finger in the direction of the crowd. “But if you want to be a part of a show greater than one you’ve ever known, then I suggest you stick around.” 
And just then Oliver noticed the tall man’s expression shift. It was a strange arrangement on his crooked face and then the illusionist realized that Charles Knight was trying to smile. It looked like a grin adorned by a lizard, all wrong. 
“Now if you want to perform in the greatest circus ever then you will firstly not speak to my kids. We’ve established that. And secondly, you’ll always do everything that I tell you. No questions asked. These are not hard requests to follow, but follow them you will. None of you are so good that you won’t be booted from your spot and replaced. But those compliant will perform in a circus world renowned. You thought Vagabond Circus was good before but under my leadership it will be magnificent. Those who follow me will perform for the President of the United States in San Francisco.” There were gasps from the crowd. “And when we cruise into Santa Barbara we will be doing a private show for dozens and dozens of the most A-list stars in Hollywood. And in Los Angeles we will perform another private show, not for powerless stars, but rather for the most influential directors and producers in the world. Stick with me and you won’t just stay with me, you’ll go on to rule the world with your stardom.” And then Knight went silent and raised a slow hand at the exit. “If you don’t like my rules then you won’t perform in my circus. This will always be YOUR choice. Decide. The first show starts tonight.” 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Knight didn’t stay to take questions. He didn’t offer a closing to his speech. He merely walked out of the big top, Sebastian and Gwendolyn behind him and his kids marching in formation. 
“What in the hell is going on?” Jasmine said, turning to Zuma and slapping a firm hand on her forearm. The heavy pressure of the girl’s small hand made Zuma’s arm sting from the unintentional assault. 
Zuma pulled her arm away. “Please remember that you have the strength to break my neck
with two fingers, so ease up,” she said to her friend. 
“I’m not that far from doing just that. Where have you been? Who is that guy? And what the hell was that about Finley?” she said, flinging her arm in his direction. “Oh, and don’t tell me you don’t know, since you disappeared with him and Jack. And now I just find out Finley is one of that strange guy’s graduates.” 
“Jaz,” Zuma said in a whisper, hoping that would encourage her friend to do the same. They probably couldn’t be heard over the commotion in the tent. Everyone was turned discussing the newest events with their neighbor. Several were lined up to speak to Titus, but he was bent over his notepad making notes with a strange intensity. 
“And why the hell is Finley standing over there staring at you like that?” Jasmine said, her eyes straight on the acrobat. 
Finley just shook his head and turned to the practice tent and disappeared in there. 
“Zuma, I want some answers and I want them now,” her friend said, her hands brushing her wiry brown curls back from her narrow face. 
“Look, Jaz, I’ll tell you everything but not here,” Zuma said. 
All of Knight’s kids had filed out of the tent. Zuma stood and Jasmine followed. 
Just then Titus said, “Zuma and Jasmine, I want your attention first. Then I’ll be meeting with the rest of you.” 
Zuma stopped and turned. Titus had his reading glasses low on his nose and was standing now, his notepad in his hand. “We need to discuss changes to the act with Jack’s absence.” 
“Yeah, where is Jack?” Jasmine said, scanning the tent. 
Titus held up his hand to pause her. “Girls, follow me, we need to discuss all the changes to the circus acts. Then you will rehearse nonstop until we have mastered the performance.” He didn’t wait for the two girls to agree before turning to the performers and crew members lined up behind him, most wearing confused expressions. “I’ll be back in a minute and will have attention for each of you then.” Titus held his chin high and Zuma realized something else different about the creative director. He wasn’t slouched, but rather standing straight, unlike his normal posture. “To the practice tent,” he said, marching in that direction. Zuma and Jasmine followed him.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
“Paralyzed?” Jasmine said before slamming her hands across her mouth like she’d said a dirty word. “How?” She looked at Zuma and then at Titus, who had divulged the information. 
“It was—”
“An accident,” Titus said, cutting Zuma off. 
If you tell her the truth she will be too angry to practice and perform, Titus said in Zuma’s head. You know how emotional she is. I need her focused. Tell her the truth, but not now. Wait until after the first show.

The brief pause in the conversation made Jasmine grow even more flustered. “What’s going on? An accident? Are you two speaking telepathically and leaving me out?” 
“No,” Titus said firmly. “It’s just that the whole thing is hard to discuss. It’s hard in light of everything to describe.” He looked at Zuma and then back at Jasmine. “Jack fell.” 
“What? While you three were gone?” Jasmine said, looking at Zuma. 
“Yes,” she said. 
“Where did you go? Why did you leave me?” Jasmine said, real hurt in her voice. 
“We went to…” Zuma trailed away, unable to think of a lie that wouldn’t hurt her friend more. 
“I asked them to run an errand for me,” Titus said at once. Zuma, and only she, recognized the micro-expressions that made it clear that this was a lie. 
“An errand?” Jasmine said, her tone unconvinced. 
“We don’t have time to go into this right now. We have to figure out how you’re replacing Jack. Finley, get over here,” Titus said, waving him over. 
He’d been propped up against some equipment, watching the interaction from a distance. Finley strutted over, his eyes firmly on Zuma. She couldn’t force her eyes to look at him any longer and busied herself pulling her long, almost-white and pink hair into a high bun. It was the way she wore it for practices, which she guessed they were going to be doing nonstop until it was show time that evening. 
“All right,” Titus began when Finley had joined the circle. “Finley, replacing Jack will fall mostly on you. Can you take over his part in the globe act?” 
“Yeah,” he said without much thought. In the second act of the show, a large globe was lowered from the forty-foot ceiling of the big top. It spun on an axis, supported by wires, and it was where Jack spun and flipped. He maintained balance using his levitation, but Finley could rely on his teleporting to keep him safe. 
“Are you sure you can take on the extra performances? I fear that having the extra acts will burn you out. And I need you to be rested enough that you can pull off the finale with Zuma, because that duo can’t be cut,” Titus said.  
Finley looked at Zuma, who refused to look back at him. “Nothing will stop me from doing that act,” he said, and the conviction in his voice made her insides burn like lava had been injected into her veins. 
“Good,” Titus said, not picking up on the tension. “And for the flying trapeze I’m thinking you, Finley, make the natural choice—”
“No,” Jasmine said, stepping forward, aggression on her face. “I’m the natural choice. I’m stronger than Finley. Not only that, but a girl catcher isn’t just interesting, it’s unheard of, which goes in line with Dave’s mission for Vagabond Circus.” 
“True,” Titus said, “but are you sure—”
“I have the strength to throw Finley across the big top, so yes, I think I can catch his skinny ass on the flying trapeze,” Jasmine said.  
A minuscule smile wrapped around Finley’s mouth. “I think she’s right. And that way I can still perform the quadruple.”
“Excellent point,” Titus said, relief making his brow finally go slack. “Okay, well, you three rehearse and I want to know immediately if there’s a concern. I’m asking a lot of you, more than Dave would have allowed on your shoulders, but—”
“He’s dead,” Zuma said, cutting him off. It wasn’t a heartless statement, but rather one meant to encourage. “Dave is dead, Jack is paralyzed, and we are going to do anything it takes to ensure Vagabond Circus stays successful.”
“Yes,” Titus said, his voice strained. “Exactly. Thank you.” He looked at each of the acrobats briefly and turned for the exit. 
Jasmine turned to the chalk station and the mats where she planned to stretch. 
Zuma didn’t waste a second before stepping straight up to Finley. “Stop doing what you’re doing, please,” she said, finally locking her eyes on him. She reached for him but he stepped back. “Finley, please don’t push me—”
“Oh, and a ‘congrats’ is in order,” he said at full volume, cutting off her whispered, tortured words.
Jasmine turned to the couple. Titus paused, having made it to the exit. He turned as well.
“Congratulations? For what?” Titus asked.  
“Oh, haven’t you heard?” Finley said, his scarred eyes burning a hole in Zuma. “Zuma and Jack are engaged. They’re going to be married.”
 



Chapter Twenty
An excited shriek ripped through the practice tent. Zuma’s eyes widened, but no one saw them before Jasmine threw her arms around her friend’s shoulders.
“You and Jack are what?” Titus said, walking back in their direction. 
“Engaged,” Finley answered. 
There was another pleased shriek from Jasmine before she released Zuma, whose eyes were pinned on Finley and smoldering. 
“It was really special to see. Very sweet,” Finley said, his voice flat. “I was there. Saw the whole thing. Zuma said yes before the accident and then after Jack was declared paralyzed she vowed to always stay by his side and never leave him.” 
“Finley…” Zuma said, her voice a warning. 
“And since Jack isn’t in the circus anymore due to his condition, there shouldn’t be any rules against it, right, Titus?” Finley said, turning to the creative director. 
Titus scratched his head with the other side of his pen. He doubted with Jack’s condition that the two would be breeding any time soon, so they were safe in that regard. And the idea that the acrobats had fallen in love despite everything gave him hope. A hope he needed. “Yeah, I don’t see anything wrong with it. Congratulations to you both,” Titus said and then almost smiled. 
Zuma hardly noticed the pleased smile since her lips were pressed together, her eyes heavy on Finley, her hand pressed into Jasmine’s, which was vibrating with excitement. 
“I knew you two would end up together,” Jasmine said. “What a sweet story. I can’t wait to see my boy Jack and congratulate him.” She then turned to Zuma. “Oh, girl, I hope you know I’m your maid of honor.” 
Zuma didn’t respond. Didn’t look capable of it. 
“I can’t wait to tell everyone!” Jasmine then said. 
“But wait,” Zuma finally stuttered out, trying to figure out how to undo this mess Finley had created to keep her away from him. “I don’t think we want to go public about this. With Dave’s death and the rules it would be a mess for the circus.” 
“Actually I’m not announcing Dave’s passing publicly,” Titus said. 
“You’re not?” Zuma and Jasmine said in unison. 
“No, I don’t want the bad press,” Titus said. “But actually, Zuma, I think that announcing your engagement to Jack, the once star of Vagabond Circus who is now paralyzed, would make for a great press release. And I think Vagabond Circus members won’t be upset about you two obviously breaking the rules. How would anyone be mad at Jack given his prognosis?”
“Yeah, right…” Zuma said, realizing exactly how ingenious Finley’s reveal had been. He knew Zuma wouldn’t leave him alone but now she had no choice. She was engaged to Jack. 
“Then it’s settled. I’ll draw up a press release. This is just the thing we needed,” Titus said, actually sounding hopeful. Then he turned and left, leaving Finley and Zuma staring at each other, both overflowing with regret.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Redding Record Searchlight
Acrobat Paralyzed, But Hope Remains
Performing the stunts that entertain audiences isn’t always safe but the performers at Vagabond Circus know the risks they face. They take every precaution to ensure the safety of all, but accidents are in some cases unavoidable. The creative director for the circus, Titus Rogers, states that one of those accidents has happened to the beloved star of the flying trapeze act, Mr. Jack Fuller. The acrobat was in rehearsal last week when his harness was discovered to be loose during the famous globe act. By the time the glitch was discovered it was too late for adjustments and the discovery led the acrobat to lose concentration and that’s when he fell from the top of the tent, a forty-foot fall. 
“We are grateful Jack survived the fall,” Rogers reported. “However, he has a long road to recovery and it’s unknown if the star of Vagabond Circus will be able to ever walk again. At Vagabond Circus we are all reminded of how small things can change the course of our lives irrevocably. Jack is actually in high spirits though for many reasons. One is that the acrobat, who has amazed millions with his grace and stunts, has a resilient nature. Also he has his Vagabond Circus family supporting him. The last reason,” Rogers continued, “is that prior to the accident his co-star, Ms. Zuma Zanders, accepted his proposal for marriage. The young female acrobat will still be performing in the show during her fiancé’s recovery and she stated she will stand beside him no matter what because their love is that strong.” It appears that the people of Vagabond Circus are as magical as their performances and have the capacity to bring true inspiration to our hearts no matter what they do.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Warmth spread through Jack’s lower legs as Fanny’s hands hovered an inch from the bandages. “I’m really not certain of our odds here,” she said, an almost apology in her voice. 
“It can’t hurt though, right?” Jack asked, sitting up a bit in the bed Titus had brought in and had set up in the living area of Fanny’s trailer. 
“Oh no, not at all,” Fanny said, her eyes closed so her mind could seek focus. “It’s just that my healing ability doesn’t mend bones.” 
“Oh,” Jack said, the defeat strong in his tone. 
Fanny popped her light blue eyes open. “Now you don’t worry there, Jack. Just because I can’t mend bones it shouldn’t give you such a bleak perspective. I can mend ligaments and encourage your body to do its own healing. I’m thinking there’s lots of repairs going on in that miraculous body of yours. If I can take those repairs off your body’s agendas then it can devote all its resources to fusing the bones back together the proper way.” 
“So I can use them to one day to walk again?” Jack asked. He had already tired of skirting the obvious concern and was speaking plainly now. 
“Exactly,” Fanny said. “And once your bones seem strong enough then we can talk about physical therapy, which is where my work takes a backseat and you’ll really be in the driver’s seat. Attitude will be crucial to your success.” 
“I am going to walk again,” Jack said in a voice full of confidence. No mock conviction to his tone, only pure determination. 
“I know you will,” Fanny said, a sensitive smile on her smoothly wrinkled face. She stood from her seated place on the edge of his bed. “Now I’m going to go rest up. Healing wipes me out but I’ll be back in a couple of hours to do another round. Call if you need anything else.” 
“I’ll be fine,” he said, looking up at the woman. 
“No you won’t. If we left you here then you’d starve and wet yourself. So here’s how it’s going to go: when you need something you call. I’m just here in the back,” she said, indicating her room at the back. “Now you need rest too, so close those beautiful brown eyes of yours and sleep. No dream traveling until you’re strong enough.” 
“Okay,” he said, feeling the exhaustion heavy in just the effort it took to say that one word. Fanny was still regarding Jack with a sweet sincerity when an unstoppable force shut his eyelids and he drifted away to a place where he could walk and move and seek the revenge he coveted in his heart.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Snap. Snap.
Jack’s eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. He was on the edge between waking and falling back into sleep. 
Snap. Snap.

He felt the presence, but couldn’t bring his attention to a wakeful state. Sleep had him hostage and he tugged at the chains they bound him with, but to no effect. 
A piercing whistle hooked into his brain, helping to saw through the chains. It was right up against his ear. Whoever this person was they didn’t smell like Fanny. Lilac and honey laced through his nostrils. 
The whistle again and this time he felt the breath tickle his ear. Jack brought his hand up to cover his head but found himself too clumsy to successfully complete the task. His hands ended up knocking into his chest. It was only then that his eyes actually broke the seal that had been imprisoning him in sleep. The images before him swam in a series of blurs before turning crisp. 
“Well, hey there, Jacky, did I wake you?” Sunshine said, wearing a cunning look. “Oops,” she said, no remorse in the word. She held a tray of food in front of her. The girl slid it onto the table next to his bed. Then she motioned him forward. “Go ahead and sit up.” 
Jack regarded her like she was a new species who had just materialized for only him to see. Sunshine’s long black hair hung next to her pale face and she was wearing her costume for her pyrokinesis act. It was a sleeveless teal blue leotard and a skirt that was made of neon green chiffon pieces that hung unevenly, some ending at mid-thigh and others trailing to the ground in the back. 
“Sunshine?” Jack said, doing as he was told and putting his hands under him to drag his legs back with him as he sat up. 
“Oh good, pretty-boy-hot-shot actually knows my name. Afraid there for a second you were going to call me Rain or Windy.” She grabbed a pillow from the couch beside his bed and slid it behind his back as he made to lean forward. “Here, this will help.” 
Jack pressed back into the pillow. It did help to support his sitting position. “Of course I know your name. We’ve been in the circus together for three years.” 
Sunshine had the tray back in her hands and didn’t ask permission before laying it on Jack’s lap. “I’ve been told to feed you,” she said like she’d been assigned a torturous chore.
“I thought I was supposed to sleep.”
Sunshine rolled her green eyes. “Yes, smart guy, to survive we’re supposed to sleep. However, humans also eat and drink, and pretty soon you’ll need to piss, but that’s not in my new job description so don’t get your hopes up. I’m not helping you with little Jack.”
Jack looked at the quinoa and curried vegetables in front of him. He wasn’t at all hungry. 
“New job description?” he said, picking up the fork 
“Yeah, on top of being absolutely incredible, but also a reluctant performer in this circus that has been accosted by the devil himself, I’m also Fanny’s new helper.” Sunshine said all this in a monotone voice. “I’ll watch the kiddos when she’s caring for you and then I’ll watch her big kiddo”—she indicated to Jack—“when she’s doing their lessons and other things she prefers to do for them. Fanny apparently doesn’t want to spend too much time away from her rugrats even though healing you is time consuming and draining for her.” 
Jack deposited the fork back on the tray. He dropped his gaze as well.
“Oh no, now I’ve gone and made you feel like a burden. Oops,” Sunshine said, again no inflection in her voice. 
Jack looked up at her. “No, it’s not that. It’s just…”
“It’s exactly that. I’m an empath, you know.”
“I do know that,” Jack said, irritation now in his tone. He shoved the tray a few inches. “Will you take this please? I’m not hungry.” 
“I won’t actually. I was told to make you eat something and I take my job quite seriously. If it’s cold I can heat it up,” she said, circling her finger in the air, an amused look on her usually blank face.
“But I’m not hungry,” Jack said. 
“Well, you haven’t eaten all day and it’s almost evening, so stop arguing about it.”
“It’s almost show time then?” Jack said, trying to turn to see the clock on the back wall but his bed was angled away from it.
“It is, and don’t make me late for my performance. Eat,” Sunshine said, pointing at the plate. “My act is third in the lineup, which is in about fifteen minutes.” 
“I know that,” Jack said, pulling the tray back to his waist. “I know your act is after ours, that’s the way it’s been for three years, Sunshine.” He slid the fork under the pile of fluffy rice and brought it to his mouth and to his relief he didn’t have any trouble with the small task. He’d been afraid his hand would shake or miss his mouth. 
“Oh good, I wasn’t sure when I said ‘performance’ if you would connect we were in the same circus together,” Sunshine said. 
Jack dropped his fork on the plate and again pushed the tray away. “Why do you keep making those insinuations like I don’t know who you are?” 
“Because I realize there’s a real possibility that you might not.” 
Jack’s brow knitted together and his head tilted to the side. “What? Why would you say that?” 
“When was the last time you ever said anything to me?” Sunshine said, pinning both her hands on her hips. She was built a lot like a young Fanny, tall with voluptuous curves. 
Jack blanked on the question. “I don’t know.” 
“Exactly, because you and the acrobats are too good to spend time with the freaks.” 
Jack sat up higher, knocking the tray further on his lap. “Ouch,” he said, reaching for the tray which now rested on a sensitive incision. 
Sunshine picked up the tray, a look of actual concern on her face. “Are you okay? That hurt you.” She stated rather than asked the last part. 
Jack pressed his eyelids together until the throbbing receded. When he finally opened them his expression had shifted entirely. “If you can’t tell, I’m not an acrobat anymore. I don’t know why you think now is the perfect opportunity to berate me for not running in the same Vagabond Circus circle with you, but if you wouldn’t mind now isn’t a good time.” 
Sunshine slid the tray onto the table. “Right. Yeah, I guess that wasn’t very thoughtful of me,” she said, but it was more of an observation than an apology.  
Jack pressed his eyes back closed and then after a few seconds cracked one eye and looked sideways at a stoic Sunshine. “Why are you still standing there?” 
“Because you still haven’t eaten.”
Jack looked down at the plate and then back to Sunshine’s determined face. 
“Fine, but don’t put that thing back on my lap.”
“What if”—Sunshine lifted the tray and unfolded the two legs from underneath—“it didn’t have to rest on your lap.” 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, thanks. That will work.” He realized that was probably Fanny’s intention for the tray all along, but Sunshine had been too insensitive to allow it. She set the tray over his legs. “There, does that work?”
He nodded. “I’ll eat. I promise. Go get ready for your performance.” 
She nodded and there under the girl’s usually melancholy eyes was something new. A real thread of remorse. 
“Thanks for bringing my food,” Jack said, picking up the fork again. 
“No problem.” Sunshine turned to leave and then spun back. “I’m sorry this has happened to you, Jacky.” 
He blew out a long breath. “I’m not,” he said, meaning it. 
“Yeah, I know. And that’s kind of cool,” Sunshine said before turning to go, her skirt dragging behind her.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Zuma had always coveted the ten minutes before the Vagabond Circus show started. Those were sacred minutes that held so many possibilities. The patrons finding their seats were about to be changed. They’d walked into the big top with doubts or average expectations. Maybe they had seen the Vagabond Circus show before, but it just kept getting better. And therefore Zuma knew every individual who left Vagabond Circus was going to leave a different person. When they left through the same way they entered they’d believe in magic, maybe for the first time or maybe their faith would be renewed. The patrons of Vagabond Circus would use that newfound belief to spread a love so pervasive Zuma was sure it was saving the very earth where she stood.
Dave’s circus brought miracles. It healed. But it was no longer Dave’s circus and now dread filled Zuma’s being. How would Knight’s presence change the vibe, the end result that the circus created? Would people still leave changed for the better? If that rested solely on Zuma’s shoulders then she’d bear that weight. Vagabond Circus had to bring good to the world. It had to. 
She absentmindedly ran her fingers over her braid. It was arranged down the back of her head and fashioned with pearls and diamonds. She was slightly chilly in the teal and neon green full body leotard she wore for the first act with Jasmine and Finley. She rubbed her hands over her arms and shivered. Zuma could step into the practice tent at her back and instantly be warm and surrounded by her circus family. But she needed some space to get her bearings before the show. The girl wished she still had her fortune-telling booth. At least when she read fortunes she could distract herself from the dread circling her thoughts. However, that booth had permanently been reassigned to Ian in light of the amount of changes she was responsible for in order to replace Jack. 
The flap at the back of the practice tent swished as someone stormed out. She blinked as Finley’s figure slowed. He’d obviously been in a hurry to get out of the tent if he was using his super speed. He halted twelve feet in front of her, his back to her, his chin lifted to the sky, his being vibrating with frustration. She could have sworn she heard a silent scream rip out of him. 
The three acrobats had worked nonstop all afternoon. And Jasmine and Zuma were exhausted from the endurance it took to get the arrangements perfect. But Finley wasn’t exhausted. He hardly ever was. She guessed he was emotionally exhausted, or so it looked from the way he held his shoulders. He raised his hands to his head and pressed like a vise grip. He was also dressed for the show in his teal blue and neon green leotard, but he didn’t look cold, like her. Actually Zuma thought that she could feel the heat pouring off him. He lowered his hands, took a few steadying breaths, and turned, his gaze finding her at once. 
Finley’s eyes narrowed, punishing her with a single look for watching him. He crossed his arms and lowered his chin, eyes still burning into her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were there?” 
“Why did you tell a big fat lie about Jack and I being engaged?” she said.  
He stepped forward a few paces, his long stride bringing them closer. Finley looked down at her. “You know why.” His dark hair looked almost black with the gel holding it back away from of his angular face. 
“So you’re just going to push me away in an effort to protect me?” she said, her voice higher and louder than she intended. Zuma couldn’t help it. All her barriers were cracked and straining increasingly with every moment. 
“Yes,” Finley said through clenched teeth. 
She reached out for his arms tied across his chest and he didn’t move to block her, although that’s exactly what he knew he needed to do. 
“Please don’t do this,” Zuma said, cinching on to him, pressing her fingers into Finley. “Stand beside me if you want to protect me. Stand in front of me. But don’t abandon me.” 
“You don’t get it, Zuma,” Finley said, ripping his arms down to his side and out of Zuma’s reach. 
“I do though. Knight is here and he’s a threat, but pushing me away won’t accomplish a damn thing,” she said.  
He shook his head. “No, you obviously don’t get it. You’ve lived in your perfect world where you haven’t been happy, but you were always safe and the biggest danger was falling to the springy net below. The world you’re in now is actually dangerous,” he said, his face red, his words carrying heat, his finger pointed to the ground under Zuma. “You seem to think I can save you or protect you. I can’t. There’s no net now, Zuma.” 
“Finley, just because I didn’t grow up like you doesn’t mean I don’t know how to negotiate this turn of events. Maybe you’re too colored by your experiences. If you’d listen to me then maybe we could work together. We could figure out how to take Knight down. Don’t push me away. Partner with me.” 
Finley regarded her for a long few seconds, studying the soft curves of her face, the way her brown eyes looked sharp and warm at the same time. She felt he was considering her words, and that gave her hope. But then he shook his head. “Zuma, I don’t discount you because you didn’t grow up like me. Hell, I know you’re smart and strategic, but in this you have no clue. Knight can’t be beaten. That’s where the flaws in your reasoning begin.”
“Finley, stop—”
“And you think we can partner together to beat him?” he said with a morbid laugh. “Zuma, you’re my greatest liability.” 
“No, I’m not. We could protect each other,” she said, growing more frustrated than she thought possible. 
“Zuma,” Finley said quietly, “Knight uses information to his advantage. There’s a reason I never formed relationships with any of the kids after the ones in my initial group all died. Anyone I ever cared about never lasted.” Finley raised his hand and paused it an inch from her face. She shivered out a breath just before he brought his fingers across her cheek. “The day Knight finds out I love you will be your last.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
The big top was cast in black. Then low techno music started and with it a red rope of lights around the ring grew in intensity. Kids leaned forward. Smoke filled the big top, covering the neon green rug which made up the forty-eight-foot diameter ring. The rope of light cast an eerie glow through the smoke as the music shifted to one with low notes and a haunting rhythm. Then through the smoke a crouched figure rose from the center of the ring. A dim spotlight rained down on Knight, who stood in a red suit with tails that almost touched the ground and a matching top hat. His head was down as he rose to his full height, his long arms by his side. The music faded to nothing. The tent fell silent. A laugh that sounded like it must be projected from a microphone but wasn’t shot out of Knight’s mouth, making several kids and some adults startle. 
“Have you ever wanted to be bad?” he said, his face still down, top hat shielding him. 
No one answered. 
“You came for a show, but I’m giving you something more.” Knight then raised his head and looked out at the crowd. His face was painted with black and red flames. “I’m giving you permission to be bad,” he said in his gravelly voice that made him sound like he needed to clear his throat. 
No one made a single noise. Women grabbed their children’s arms. Fathers leaned forward, squinting at the demonic-looking creature in the red smoky ring. 
Knight spun around, holding his arms out over his head and up to the sky. “Here at Vagabond Circus you get to be bad. Don’t you want to join us?” Knight stopped and faced the silent and mesmerized crowd. “Looks like you’ll need some encouragement. As your new ringmaster I’m happy to do that,” he said, pressing his hand to his chest. “Mister,” he said, pointing at an elderly gentleman in the front row. The man wore an old tweed suit and his best shoes. He sat beside his wife and grandson. The man startled to attention. 
“Me?” he said, pointing to himself. 
“Oh yes, you,” Knight said and took off at a sprint around the ring in the opposite direction of the gentleman. Then when he’d made the circle he grabbed the metal cane sitting just in front of the man. Knight didn’t ask permission before plucking the cane up and spinning it in his hand as he strolled back to the center of the ring. “Is this your cane?” 
“Why yes, it is,” the man said, looking at his wife and then back to Knight, a giddy smile on the old man’s face. He was excited to have been chosen. To be a part of the act. Knight strolled to the other side of the ring. He paused in front of a young man. “Tell me, sir,” Knight said, “is this cane in fact real, meaning it doesn’t appear fake in any way?” He tossed the cane through the air and the man caught it but only barely, surprise written on his face. The young man stared at the cane in his hands, dumbstruck. 
“Well, is it?” Knight said. “Go ahead and inspect it. I’ve never seen it before this moment but I need you to confirm to the crowd that it’s real. That there’s no tricks up my sleeve.” 
The man slid his hands over the metal and plastic cane. “Yes, it looks real in every way. Feels real too.” 
“Strange then,” Knight said. “Why are you bending that poor gentleman’s cane, that he no doubt needs for walking?” 
And then in the stranger’s hand the cane bent, not once, but again and again until the metal was formed into an almost perfect circle. The young man dropped the bending metal in front of him and stared at it in shock. “I’m not doing that!” the patron yelled. 
Knight strolled forward and picked up the complete circle of metal. “No, you’re not.” 
He then turned and tossed the cane at the feet of the old man. “But if you want to do something bad, then you should.” Knight held up his arms wide and he spun as he spoke, talking to the entire crowd. “Welcome to Vagabond Circus, where we embrace your inner child, who we all know wants to be mischievous. Here you can be BAD!” Then the crowd erupted into applause and laughter. Because this crowd, who had started off shocked and intrigued, was now enlivened, they believed that the old man and his cane were a prop. But the elderly gentleman stared at his cane in angered shock. No one noticed this though.
The crowd’s attention was on the center of the ring where two poles were being lowered.  “And I don’t just give you permission to be bad. I want you also to be bold,” Knight said and then threw his hand at the first pole. It molded like the cane into a large ring about five feet wide. The crowd gasped. Some whipped around to evaluate their neighbor’s response. But none of them looked away for too long.
When the first pole was a perfect circle, Knight shot his hand at the other and it did the same thing, seeming to manipulate itself on its own. When both poles hung now as perfect rings Knight laughed loud enough it hurt some children’s ears, making them clap their hands to them. 
“I don’t just want you to stand in the face of danger, I want you to leave Vagabond Circus commanding it!” Knight said. And then two giant lions that were Oliver’s illusions appeared on the far side of the ring. The crowd gasped at their sudden appearance. Knight stood between the two large rings and turned to face the two lions, who both growled angrily at the ringmaster. “Silence,” Knight said and the lions both cowered. “Now give these good people a show,” Knight sang to the beasts. 
The lions raised their large heads. 
“NOW!” Knight boomed and the lions lurched into a sprint aimed straight in his direction. The crowd gasped in unison. But Knight didn’t flinch. Then in perfect chorography the lions sprung off the ground and jumped through the metal rings. They landed two feet from the crowd, making the front row jump back, fearing they were about to be mauled. 
“Good boys,” Knight said and the lions nonchalantly turned and sauntered until they stood on either side of the ringmaster, like guard dogs. “Ladies and gentlemen, you came here to restore your hope in magic, to be inspired. And I do want to spark something in you.” Knight crouched down low and jumped up and spun around, kicking up the tails of his jacket as he did. “Your bad side!” Knight said and winked, making the flames on his face appear even more sinister. Loud music and smoke filled the air as Knight pulled his top hat off his head. “Welcome to Vagabond Circus.” And the lights blossomed into a sinister red before burning out completely, leaving the crowd in black.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Finley grabbed a plate of eggs and polenta filled with spinach and cheese from the food truck with a swift but sincere “thank you” to Bill the circus chef. He looked a bit overwhelmed and Finley was positive that Knight had made certain demands on the chef to prepare extra food for his kids. Not something delicious like what was on Finley’s plate presently. Knight usually fed his kids things that didn’t require chewing—oatmeal, soups, and protein shakes. Inexpensive and filling options. 
Finley found an empty table at the back of the food area and sat. The slice of polenta looked like an impossibility to eat, but he knew he had to. After last night’s performance he had to fill his reserves, but still the idea of ingesting anything was met with nausea. The crowd at Vagabond Circus had stood with applause no less than half a dozen times. Knight had sprinkled nuances into the show that kept the crowd gasping, usually in fear, but then sighing with relief. And the new ringmaster had strongly encouraged Sunshine to cast her fire act closer to the audience, to ensure the front row felt the heat. During rehearsal Sunshine had declined the suggestion and then she’d mysteriously been assaulted by the same headache that Zuma had when she met Knight. The circus owner then stated he thought the remedy to get rid of headaches would be compliance. When Sunshine finally agreed to the idea regarding her act, her headache magically disappeared.
Finley hated watching the manipulation on Vagabond Circus members that he feared would only worsen, but more than that he despised that the show Knight led had actually been a success. People loved horror movies, but it didn’t mean they were good for them. Drugs ran the world and yet they weren’t always healthy for young or old minds and bodies. And that’s how Finley felt about the show and the way it affected its patrons. 
When the performance was over, boys ran for the exit, knocking into each other and wrestling fiercely once in the parking lot. The bickering of little girls could be heard from the practice tent. In less than two hours the young girls had turned socially aggressive, making catty remarks to the best friend with whom they’d entered the big top while holding hands. Men and women didn’t leave the big top with a renewed belief in magic, but rather with the inclination to entertain naughty ideas they hadn’t allowed themselves to give that much consideration to in the past. Knight had, like Dave, changed the people who watched his show, but not for the better. He’d planted a seed that would grow into a noxious weed and kill every healthy idea in that community. The only consolation for Finley was that at least they were leaving Medford later that afternoon, once the big top was packed up. 
That job of dissembling the big top was supposed to be done the night before, as it always was, but Knight had presented the crew with a keg at the after-party. The crew was now all sleeping off hangovers and therefore the whole schedule was off. They’d have to work double time to transport the caravan down to Redding, California, and be ready for tomorrow night’s show. 
Finley was still staring at his food when he felt a presence slide into the picnic table beside him. He looked up to find Sunshine’s always melancholy face staring back at him. Now there was a new expression. Her black arched eyebrows were nearly touching. Her eyes red. Regret and frustration written on every part of her face. 
“Don’t sit with me,” Finley said, putting his eyes back on his untouched food. 
“Nope,” she said, popping her lips together with the one word. 
“Association with me is a bad idea,” Finley said. “Don’t press your luck.”
“I singed the hairs off a four-year-old girl’s arm last night. I think I got the market cornered on bad luck.”  
“You’ve been warned,” Finley said with a defeated sigh.
Sunshine turned so she was facing Finley. “I knew something was up with you since the beginning. Now we learn you were transferred from this school to a circus.” 
Finley didn’t nod in agreement. He just stayed focused on the now cold eggs. 
“But you know, Fin, I’m not buying that bullshit so how about you pony up with the truth?” 
“I’m not answering any questions. Burn off my hair. Rifle through my emotions. Just stop with the questions,” Finley said. 
“Here’s how this will work. I’m pretty brilliant, if I say so myself. I think I’ve figured out what’s going on here. But you can confirm. I’m going to ask yes or no questions. Tap once on the table for yes and two for no. Then you’ve told me nothing. How does that sound?” 
Silence met Sunshine’s ears, but she didn’t adorn a defeated expression. “Here, this will help,” she said, handing Finley a fork. “Now eat and tap.”
“Thanks,” he said, taking it. 
“Knight can create headaches in people, can’t he?” Sunshine said in a whisper. “That’s what he did to me yesterday, wasn’t it?” She then paused and stared not at Finley but at the hand holding the fork just over his plate. 
He looked at the girl for a long moment. Since the beginning he had trusted Sunshine but now he was torn if more information would help or harm her. Finley recognized the pain in her longing gaze. It was the same detail he spied in his own eyes. So quickly Knight had brought that grief upon her. And he sensed it would worsen. He tapped the twines of the fork once against the plate before lifting it back and sliding the fork under the food. The bite tasted cold and chewy in his mouth. Sunshine looked back at him with a confident knowing.
“Next question,” she said. “There’s no school, is there?” 
Finley set the fork down. Eating just wasn’t in his near future. He then tapped his finger once on the wooden table. 
Sunshine’s eyes widened.
“They’re slaves then,” she said, no question in her tone. Then she looked out at the crowd filing to tables. Some were sluggish crew members who had none of their usual cheer in their eyes. “That means you weren’t transferred,” she stated again and turned to face Finley. “You escaped from Knight, didn’t you?” 
Finley pressed his lips together. He too had noticed the abused bodies grabbing food and sliding into tables. The crew were now a danger to themselves, working after a night of binge drinking which had been highly encouraged by Knight. 
Finley turned back to Sunshine and then slid his gaze to his hand on the table. With one finger he tapped again. 
“Oh shit. This is as dark as I feared then, which means we are in trouble,” Sunshine said.  
“You can leave,” Finley said. “Go join another circus. Go to college. Go live your life. Go save yourself from this.” 
“Screw that. And allow that madman to take over Dave’s circus? Also, Ian says that if we stay and do what Knight says that soon something will happen that will run the man away.”
“He said that?” Finley said, his chin down, mouth hardly parting for those words. 
“Yeah, he’s been talking way more than usual. He was whispering that to the performers last night during the after-party, while his crew was getting drunk.” 
“Hmmm…” Finley said, not making sense of the idea that anything could run Knight away. “Ian said you should do what Knight said?” 
“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “He told us that otherwise things will get worse faster.” 
“I can’t argue with that statement.” 
Sunshine then noticed “the freaks” headed in their direction, Nabhi in the lead and Oliver looking less than happy to be bringing up the rear behind Padmal. “One more question,” she said, scooting in closer to Finley, her voice low. “Is Knight responsible for Dave’s death?” 
Finley straightened, unprepared for the direct question. Nabhi and Haady slid onto the bench opposite of them, forced smiles on their always pleasant faces. Everyone at the table reeked with a negative emotion. Sunshine knew this using her empathesis and Finley knew from plain observation. This was Knight’s doing. In less than a day. 
Finley looked straight at Sunshine and then balled his hand on the table and knocked once.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sunshine’s green eyes widened, showing too much white as the triplets and Oliver took their seats at the table. Knight was responsible for Dave’s death. Finley had confirmed it. 
“But that means—” she said, but Finley knocked on the surface of the table twice sharply indicating “no.” 
“That means we have to be careful,” he said in a low voice that only she could hear. 
Oliver arched one of his black eyebrows at Sunshine and then Finley. “Well, you all are keeping up with the status quo of the rest of the circus members.” He indicated over his shoulder at the carefully moving crew members, two of whom were actually arguing at the food truck. “Chuck and Corey are fighting over line order and you two look like you haven’t yet resolved an argument. Everyone seems to have woken up on the wrong side of the circus,” Ian said. 
“Well, everyone but Paddy,” Sunshine said, shoving the repulsion of learning Knight, and probably Sebastian, murdered Dave to the corner of her being. The girl was used to hiding things, being privy to everyone’s emotions. “What’s with the wide grin on your usually sour face? You look like a freaking jack-o’-lantern, Paddy.” 
Padmal didn’t answer, just gave a snobbish grimace to the other girl. 
“We just had a meeting with Knight and he’s okayed for us to replace the knives in our juggling act with real icicles,” Haady said, his usually cheerful voice subdued. 
“That’s not accurate. He demanded that we up the danger aspect of our act,” Nabhi said, not hiding his usual frustration. “He said it wasn’t enough. That’s when Padmal supplied our earlier idea of using icicles.” 
“I don’t see what the big deal is,” the middle triplet said. “I was just giving a suggestion we’d already considered.” 
Nabhi spun to his sister on his left. “The problem,” he said through clenched teeth, “is that Dave wouldn’t approve using the icicles because they’re too dangerous. And it blurs the line of what is believable, and you know that. People are going to think the icicles are fake. Doing something like this puts us at risk, as well as the reputation of the circus.”
“Well, the old ringmaster is dead and I’m just trying to be helpful to the new one,” Padmal said. 
“Since when were you ever helpful?” Nabhi said, pulling the rubber band off his wrist and absentmindedly tying his brown shoulder-length hair into a bun. He did it with a practiced finesse. Now he matched his brother, Haady, who had his hair the same. They could usually pass for identical twins but they weren’t since they were triplets with a girl. 
“I think that Knight actually has some bold ideas and therefore I’m willing to be helpful to him,” Padmal said, looking to Oliver for support. “Don’t you think he’s going to take Vagabond Circus to better places?” 
“More dangerous places,” Sunshine said, spite heavy in her voice. 
“I’m not sure of anything,” Oliver said, his voice slow due to exhaustion. And what made him feel worse was having Padmal’s cinnamon-colored eyes still pinned on him, a certain expectation in them. “He had me double my illusion output last night. That lion opening act nearly wiped me out for the rest of the show.” 
“You’ll just have to be stronger,” Padmal said, no sympathy in her tone.  
Finley watched this interaction with a stone expression. He had seen all this coming. This was how Knight worked. He created divides because friendships could turn into alliances and that would be dangerous to the new ringmaster’s rule. And he worked people past the point of exhaustion, encouraged bad habits, and made people go against the direction of their moral compass. Over time, it forced individuals who were strong into a position to follow blindly. In six months the members of Vagabond Circus wouldn’t even recognize themselves. Finley knew he had to stop this but he was powerless. He couldn’t leave, and watching was torture. 
“We will try practicing with the icicles, but if they don’t work we aren’t using them,” Haady offered, always the voice of reason.
“They will work,” Padmal said. She was even more intimidating since she’d learned that her mother had died. She wasn’t silent about her hate for Dave anymore. And she’d spoken of it so much recently that Oliver was truly questioning his choices. He didn’t want to leave Vagabond Circus, but he was the one person truly considering the idea. It seemed like the ideal solution to all his problems. He looked up right then to find the one person he’d been looking for. The one person who could help him decide what to do next. 
“I’ll be right back,” Oliver said, rising from the table. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Ian, for as bulky as he was, moved quite swiftly. He had almost jostled out of the food area by the time Oliver caught up with him. The illusionist called out to the clairvoyant but his voice couldn’t be heard over the bickering of the crew members. Oliver reached out for Ian’s arm when he was close enough. The large man paused but didn’t turn immediately. One way his divination gift worked was that he could sense things and futures by touching someone. It was one reason he’d never had a romantic relationship. Seeing a lover’s ending, even if decades into the future, spoiled any intimacy. 
Finally, Ian swiveled his head, which was angled down since he knew he was going to turn to find Oliver, who was a foot shorter than him. He looked into the boy’s eyes, one brown and the other green. “Are you quite certain you want to know?” Ian said. 
The question hung mysteriously in the air, but Oliver didn’t have to wonder long. Ian would have sensed that Oliver wanted to have his future read. And if Ian was reluctant to share it then it meant his future included tragedy. “I think so,” Oliver said, suddenly feeling small looking up at the overburdened eyes of the man in front of him. 
“You need to be certain, because you can’t unknow your future. And if you think you can do something to avoid it, then that will surely be the act that causes it.” With a humorless laugh Ian then said, “The universe plays games, but not by the rules.” 
Oliver wanted to shiver from the look in Ian’s eyes. The man had always been strange to him. He was burly in his features, but had the demeanor of a koala bear. However, now he seemed brimming with a craziness, like it was scratching to escape him. 
“How about you not tell me my future. Really what I need to know…the thing is… I need to make a decision…” Oliver ran his hand over his Mohawk, making it go flatter. 
“And you want me to tell you what decision to make?” Ian said, that hint of sensitivity always in his voice, just partnered with madness now. “To stay or leave? Is that right? The answer to that is easy, Oliver. You must stay. Everyone must. But let’s talk about what sparked the idea in the first place. You want to leave because you don’t know how to exist at the circus with her.” 
The her was obviously Padmal. Oliver had tried to break up with her, but she’d sensed it. Made threats about how she’d make his life hell if he abandoned her after everything she’d been through. He wasn’t sure if he could believe the threats but something told him that Padmal was crazy enough to do a lot of unthinkable things. And now she had someone like Knight to encourage her bad behavior. There would be no repercussions. So Oliver had played with the idea of leaving Vagabond Circus to rid himself of her. But this had been the only place he’d ever called home. He consoled himself by thinking he could find a job as a magician at another circus. Not as successful as Vagabond Circus, but still he’d be free. 
“My advice to you is to break things off with her, but not quite yet,” Ian said. “You’ll have to endure her a little longer. And when you do break things off, you have to break her spirits in order to stay safe.” 
“And then she won’t retaliate?” Oliver said. 
“Oh, she will, but it will backfire on her,” Ian said, and his eyes lost focus, like he was studying something in his mind. It was almost the look of a blind person. 
“And I’ll be safe? Her brothers will be? She won’t do anything to punish us?” 
“She won’t be able to,” Ian said.  
Oliver considered this strange bit of information. It was always like this with Ian, but he was never wrong. “Okay, so when do I do it?” 
“When you absolutely can’t put up with her anymore, because you need to be properly motivated to deliver the final blow.” 
“How will I know when that is?” Oliver said, realizing there would be a riddle of sorts to Ian’s instructions.  
“You know how right now you can grit and bear it when she says disrespectful things?” 
Oliver nodded. 
“Well, you won’t have that restraint. It will rocket out of you.”
“What will?” 
“The secret I’m about to tell you.” And Ian leaned down and whispered three sentences in Oliver’s ear.



 
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
“Hey, fortune teller!” It was Sunshine calling to Ian from her table. She waved him and Oliver over to their area. The girl sensed now that Ian knew about the cause of the ringmaster’s death. She could feel it in him and so much more. However, Sunshine was going to figure out exactly what was going on at Vagabond Circus before she made any plans, which would involve bringing down the people responsible for Dave’s death.
Ian strode over to the table, Oliver behind him. 
“Hello, Sunshine,” Ian said, not quite meeting the girl’s eyes. They’d been at Vagabond Circus the same number of years, ten. They’d politely avoided each other as their skills intimidated the other. Sunshine never wanted to know the future and Ian didn’t like that Sunshine could feel the burden and pain he harbored. 
“You notice that your crew is in a rare, despicable state?” Sunshine said, pointing at the people behind him.  
Ian turned and studied the crew members, who were all looking to still be drunk. One grabbed for Zuma as she strode through the crowd. Ian flinched but soon his fears were relieved when Jasmine stepped in. In a quick movement the tall girl had the guy pinned to the wall of the food truck with barely three fingers. Jasmine whispered something in the man’s ear and then turned and joined her friend, who didn’t look startled, only a little frustrated. Zuma stared around at the crew members all adorning large bags under their eyes and irritated expressions as though the normal sounds of Vagabond Circus were deafening to them. 
Ian turned back to the table and caught the crazed look of worry on Finley’s face. The acrobat had raced forward at the first sign that Zuma was in trouble and he now stood on the other side of the table. Ian smiled at him. Nodded in approval. “I think she’s safe,” he said to Finley, just to him. “I don’t see any future where Zuma is endangered for a little while.” 
“A little while?” Finley said, irritation in his voice.  
Ian tilted his head to the side with an expression that said “what do you expect?” 
“Thanks. I’ll sleep so much better now,” Finley said and took his seat again next to Sunshine. He was intent on forcing the breakfast down his throat one way or another. 
Ian turned his attention back on Sunshine. “I have, in fact, noticed my crew isn’t acting up to the standards I’ve usually held them to.” 
“Well, aren’t you going to do something about it? Punish them for getting drunk? Tell Knight not to get them intoxicated?” Sunshine asked incredulously.  
Ian swung his gaze over his shoulder at his crew. Twenty men and women who he respected and had worked alongside for years sat in various states of disarray. He blinked back to the present, letting the flashes of their futures fade away. Then he turned back to Sunshine. “You know, I’m not going to do a damn thing about it.”
“But why? If you don’t then things aren’t going to get done. Things are going to go to hell,” Sunshine said, her face suddenly flaming red. 
“You know as well as I do that only those who have been through hell know how to withstand fire, Sunshine,” he said and then winked at her. “No pun intended.” 
“Ian, you’ve obviously seen a future connected to the crew,” Haady said in his pleasant peace-making voice. “Can you shine a light on this situation for us?” 
“He’s just going to give us some dumb puzzle that hardly helps and only confuses us,” Sunshine said, tying her arms across her chest, all emotions suddenly rising to the surface as she realized how complex this was going to be. 
Ian didn’t look at her with offense, but rather a sensitive thoughtfulness. “I can guarantee what I tell you all will help, even if it’s also confusing.” 
“Ian, don’t you get there’s no guarantees,” Sunshine said, suddenly standing and pressing both hands into the table top. She leaned forward in Ian’s direction, menace in her stance. No one attempted to calm her, especially not Finley, who had his eyes locked on Zuma, a quiet wanting radiating in the gaze.
Zuma looked just then and caught Finley’s stare, his undeniable expression. She threw him a look of contempt before stabbing a potato with vengeance. Then she turned to pretend to give all her attention to Jasmine. 
“You’re right, Sunshine,” Ian said. “No guarantees, but there’s certain things I can rely on. Unfortunately, I see the complex arrangements that create futures. In most cases, I know exactly what will produce a future, but I also know that giving you all the information is more detrimental than helpful. However, I know three things that I can share with you all.”
Everyone, including Padmal, who had been looking bored, perked up and gave their full attention to the fortune teller. 
“The first is that things aren’t getting better. Not before they get a whole lot worse,” Ian said.  
“What? Well, tell us how to change that,” Sunshine said, still standing and looking like she was about to hurl fire across the table at Ian. 
“There are no options to create that future,” Ian said with a defeated shrug. His shoulders were the size of a linebacker’s and therefore the gesture carried much movement with it. “I’ve tried. It appears that tragedy is necessary to bring the Vagabond Circus back to a place of peace. Not even peace, but to a higher place than it’s ever been. I’ve seen it for a while now.” 
“That’s why you allowed Dave to die,” Sunshine said, her tone on fire with anger. 
“Yes,” Ian said matter-of-factly. 
“And that’s why you’re standing idly by while your crew sabotages the circus?” And it was Finley who said this. But there was no anger in his voice; rather a calculated tone, like he was piecing this all together in his strategic mind. 
“Yes, avoiding chaos usually only puts us on a quicker train to that destination,” Ian said.  
“Again with the damn riddles,” Sunshine said, slamming her palm onto the table top.
“Remember when you asked me why I hadn’t confronted my crew about their behavior?” Ian said.  
“Yes,” she said with a growl. 
“Well, the second thing I know is why be the bad guy when I can let that man be it,” Ian said and angled his head over his shoulder at the crowd behind them. It was parting like oil being poured into water. High above other people’s heads a tall bald figure could be seen moving forward. Everyone at the table turned and watched as Knight stalked until he was standing right in front of the crew, all hunched over at several tables. He stood appraising the crew members, some aware of his presence and others too absorbed in their headaches or quenching their thirsts. 
“What in the hell is going on here?” Knight said in a voice so quiet the table by Ian could hardly hear him. “The big top is still UP!” he said, screaming out the last word, startling people all around.
Zuma remained cool, Finley noticed. And she spied the change coming in Knight’s vocal cords. 
“I do something nice to celebrate the first show and what do you all do?” Knight said. “You get wasted and take us off schedule. This is unacceptable.” 
What everyone knew and no one was saying was Knight kept betting crew members that they couldn’t down another drink. And when they did, he flicked them a devilish smile and commented on how impressed he was. Now all the people who he said impressed him the most had eyes more bloodshot than all the rest. 
“You will all have the big top down by noon,” Knight said. “I don’t care if you have to kill yourself to do it. Every crew member’s pay has been docked for one week, and if you don’t have the big top loaded and on the road by noon then it’s another week. If you want to increase your wages tenfold then you will be a part of this circus, but as long as you derail our schedule then you will get nothing. Is that clear?” 
No one answered. They were all too stunned by the punishment which seemed strange and fitting, and also so different from the kind of treatment they were used to. However, in Dave’s day there was no drinking. Things always ran smoothly. 
“I’ll repeat that one more time since you all appear to be deaf,” Knight said in a quiet voice. “Is that CLEAR?” 
The crew all nodded their heads. Some answered with a short “Yes sir.”
Knight did not greet anyone else or offer compliments on the performance the night before to the acrobats. He just turned and strode off, Gwendolyn and Sebastian at his back. 
Ian faced the freaks again, his face neutral. “It’s a shame, but these things must happen.”
“Why? Why do we have to go through hell to get to some other fate?” Sunshine said.
“Because the alternative is that we all stay imprisoned in hell,” Ian said, and those words were like cold beats being played down everyone’s spines. 
“So you said you knew three things,” Nabhi said to Ian. “Bad things have to happen,” he said, holding up a finger and thinking before holding up another one. “And that we should allow Knight to be the bad guy, not us. And then what else?” 
Ian nodded, giving Nabhi a look of pride. “Yes, the third is the most important and the one I know with absolute certainty. No matter how bad things get you all can’t leave Vagabond Circus. No one can. If any of you leave then things will grow exponentially worse for everyone Vagabond Circus touches. You all are keeping the balance, but leave and the evil he promotes will reign.” 
“But how are we supposed to stay, knowing that things will get worse?” It was Oliver’s raspy voice asking the question this time. 
“If you stay, if you weather the storm, then I can guarantee Knight will leave,” Ian said. 
They all stared at Ian in awe, hope surfacing in their faces for the first time all morning. However, it was only Zuma, who had been listening from her table, who knew Ian was lying. She’d spied it even from that sideways angle in his micro-expressions. But now she’d have to wait to find out why. 
 



Chapter Thirty
The crew worked faster than ever, some putting their fatigued and dehydrated bodies under incredible stress. There were multiple crew members with strained muscles, two with fractured bones and several who sustained injuries in the process of taking down the big top at record speed. Fanny would have a long line of patients once the caravan stopped to set up camp in the new location. And still the crew wouldn’t have long to break since they were expected to work through the night to have the big top up by morning. That wouldn’t normally be too big a problem since they could dream travel to put up the big top, but these tired and drained bodies needed good old-fashioned sleep and that wasn’t in the cards for the crew. 
The newspapers hit the press just as the Vagabond Circus trailers pulled on to the I-5, heading out of town. The circus would be set up and ready for three shows a day by the time the Mail Tribune was dispersed in Medford, Oregon. 
Lots of Changes for Vagabond Circus
 
For at least a decade I’ve been sitting front row at Vagabond Circus when it comes to town. I was a little disappointed when almost all the shows were canceled in Medford except for one. Apparently the circus had an accident involving one of my favorite performers. I was worried that losing Jack Fuller from the cast would change the show I’ve grown to look forward to all year. Still I did everything I could to ensure I saw the circus. And the show has changed. However, I cannot confirm the change is due to the loss of this beloved trapeze artist. For one, the infamous Dave Raydon, the ringmaster for Vagabond Circus, has been replaced. I suspect this is only temporary, since no press release has crossed my desk about it. However, because of casting changes or other changes it appears the entire tone of the circus has shifted from dreamy to more nightmarish. The Vagabond Circus shows in Seattle and Portland all sold out before coming to Southern Oregon and I wondered what the change had been. The critics stated there was a new acrobat, a Finley Anders, but again there’s more than a few role changes that have affected the feel of this show. 
Now I love the fantastical dreamy tone of the old show. However, as a young girl I was banned from watching scary movies, and now I feel like I’ve been given the opportunity to sit front row on the set of a horror film. Was this the same show I used to watch on my father’s knee and dream about? No. But it’s just as good and has stayed with me in different ways. I left that show feeling something creepy lurking behind me, like I was being watched. And days later I still find myself waking up in the middle of the night, worried that there’s something hiding under my bed. However, the few times I’ve made myself peer under my bed, I just see vivid flashes of the scenes from that show. It takes something incredible to linger in the backs of our minds after the circus has long rolled out of town. I will definitely be in the crowd again the next time Vagabond Circus comes through Medford, but this time I won’t be in the front row, for fear of being eaten or burned alive.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Once Zuma had her trailer parked in the new Vagabond Circus grounds in Redding, California, she hesitated at the door. Usually she’d spring out after arriving in a new place to check that everyone else at Vagabond Circus had made the journey safely. The trip had carried less exhilaration in comparison to most of the journeys between locations. Two of Knight’s black semis led the long caravan and two brought up the end. It didn’t feel like they were accompanying the circus, as much as guarding it with their solid black exteriors and dark tinted cab windows. Zuma had only caught a glimpse of one of the drivers, an older man. She guessed this was one of the supervisors Finley had told her about. They were people with no power useful to Knight, but they followed his orders and kept the kids in line. Now Zuma was beginning to understand Knight’s power and how his influence worked. She’d watched as he managed the crew members at the after-party. She wanted to stop them from drinking, but before she could Jasmine had intervened. Her speech had been cut short by the same headache that hit Zuma when she first confronted Knight about murdering Dave. 
How would the people of Vagabond Circus overthrow a man who could kill them with a headache for their incompliance? The key was in something Ian had said. He didn’t want the circus members to leave, but he lied about his guarantee. Zuma would have to confront the lead crew member, but not right then. He would have his workload full trying to get the big top up in time for tomorrow’s shows. 
Zuma’s hand had been hovering above her door handle for over a minute. This fear was ridiculous. She was safe during the day, and it was midafternoon. She opened the door to find the sky gray and an autumn wind seeking to bury itself inside her chest. Zuma zipped up her jacket and pulled her sleeves over her hands as she shivered from the sudden cold. 
“Congrats, girl,” Bill, the circus chef, called to Zuma as he passed carrying a crate of carrots. 
She smiled meekly. The press release of her engagement to Jack had been a shimmer of light in the bleakness of Knight’s arrival. Most at Vagabond Circus were unclear about what was going on. Most had doubts about the story that Jack broke his legs because of a faulty harness since he actually never wore one. His levitation gift protected him from falls, most falls. Still, Titus was staying quite secretive, deflecting questions and again urging Zuma to keep the truth from her people, even Jasmine. He promised that a time would come when divulging the truth would be allowed, but for now it would create chaos and kill the show. Zuma agreed and therefore didn’t even disclose to Titus that the engagement was a sham. 
“Well, there’s the beautiful bride-to-be.” It was Fanny who greeted Zuma this time. She had Emily in one hand and Tiffany in the other and was leading the young girls in the opposite direction. The healer paused and offered Zuma a warm smile. The girls paused beside their caretaker and looked up with wide eyes directed at the acrobat. “Are you on your way to see your fiancé?” Fanny asked.  
“I was,” Zuma said. “I thought I’d check to see how he made the journey.” 
“So sweet,” Fanny said, squeezing the little hands in hers. “You know, to find love in spite of all that’s happened is a true gift. I hope, well…never mind…” Fanny said, looking to almost blush. 
“What?” Zuma said, curious about the shifty look in the usually honest woman’s face. 
“Well, you two were breaking rules by falling in love, but I think that’s a beautiful way to do it and…” Again she trailed away, her eyes pretending to look over her girls, who were both staring at Zuma like she was the finest doll in a store window. 
“What?” Zuma asked again.  
“I…well, I just hope that your marriage to Jack brings you some comfort,” Fanny said, every part of her filled with hesitation. What she wasn’t saying was she wished it would bring Zuma happiness, but that was an impossibility for the cursed girl. 
“Uh, yeah, me too,” Zuma said, not understanding the conversation she was having with the older woman. Fanny wasn’t saying something but she hadn’t lied, Zuma knew that. 
Fanny raised the two hands in hers and pressed them fondly into her hips. “Well, I must be getting the girls off to their lessons. Feel free to go into my trailer. Jack is in there.”
“Thanks,” Zuma said, not keeping the bewilderment out of her tone.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Of course Zuma wanted to check on Jack. She’d hardly seen him since they had come back to Vagabond Circus. But she also needed to discuss everything from the fake engagement to how they were going to manage the Knight situation. Jack was protected, locked away in Fanny’s trailer. But Zuma hoped he’d have ideas for how to protect the people of Vagabond Circus who weren’t shut away. And she also wanted to talk to Benjamin if she could get a chance. Fanny had forbid them from telling anyone about his shape-shifting abilities and Zuma thought she knew why. The healer was protecting the ten-year-old boy, but what if he could protect the people of Vagabond Circus? Zuma would have to get him alone, which right then was the perfect time. 
Zuma rapped on the door to the trailer, expecting Jack to call her in. Instead Sunshine answered the door, her usual unwelcoming look on her face. “Oh, good, now it’s an acrobat party,” she said. “Pink streak is here,” she called behind her. “Just need Jazzy-Afro-head and the party will be complete,” she said in a monotone voice. 
“Hey, Sunshine,” Zuma said, not even showing any offense. She was used to this from the girl. “How are you? I know you and Dave were close, I’m so sorry.” And there was genuine sympathy in Zuma’s voice. She knew how heartbroken Dave’s death had made Zuma herself, and could only imagine how it affected the girl in front of her whom Dave adopted at age ten.  
Standing in the doorway, Sunshine stared down at Zuma, who still hadn’t entered the trailer and was two steps down. “Why are you apologizing? You didn’t kill him,” she said, narrowing her eyes, and a quick trip into Sunshine’s thoughts told Zuma she knew exactly who had murdered Dave. 
“No, I didn’t and that means maybe we should start working together to protect Vagabond Circus,” Zuma said, taking one step up. 
“Me work with you?” Sunshine said and almost smiled with amusement. “That might have been a possibility before I learned you broke Dave’s second cardinal rule.” She then stepped past Zuma and out of the trailer. “Guess it doesn’t matter since your fiancé isn’t even in the circus anymore. Nice planning,” Sunshine said. 
“Sunshine, listen,” Zuma said.  
“No, you listen. I don’t have time to deal with you right now, Pinky. I’ve got to go find Benjamin, who’s currently prowling around this place in the form of Oliver.” 
“Why is he doing that?” Zuma asked.  
“Because he’s a little boy who can and besides, he’s curious what’s going on around here.” 
“Oh,” Zuma said, looking up at the trailer and realizing she probably wouldn’t be able to talk to Benjamin on this visit. “Well, good luck,” she said in another attempt to be pleasant to the girl she’d only ever ignored. 
“Yeah, luck, that’s not what I freaking need,” Sunshine said with a grunt and a sigh. “Do you know what’s going to happen if Oliver runs into himself? Or if someone sees the two together?” 
“Or what Knight would use Benjamin for if he knew his gift,” Zuma said, the idea dawning.  
“Exactly, brainiac. Why don’t you go into the trailer and make your damn fiancé eat something. I’m tired of having that job. Should be yours anyway,” Sunshine said and marched away. 
Zuma just shook her head and turned for the door.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
“Hey, yoohoo,” Zuma called, knocking on the door frame as she entered the trailer. “Jack, it’s me,” she said and froze when she entered the trailer to find Finley sitting tensely beside Jack’s bed. She straightened, not expecting to find him there. Jack’s bed was angled away from the entrance, but he still managed to turn a bit to peek around the bed at her.
“Oh, hey,” she said, shifting her eyes to the right of Finley. “You’re here. That’s what Sunshine meant by an acrobat party.” 
“Yeah,” Finley said, standing. “I was just leaving.” 
“You don’t have to leave because I’m here,” Zuma said. 
And then Jack turned back and threw his head hard into his pillow. “Does everything here have to be a mess?” he said.  
Zuma strolled forward until she was just beside Jack’s bed; just beside Finley. “What do you mean?” 
“Oh, I don’t know, the engagement, now you and Finley being awkward, and how about the killers prancing around the circus and none of us can do a damn thing about any of it,” Jack almost yelled, his fists clenching into his covers. 
Zuma leaned forward and hugged him, sliding her arms around his shoulders. She was careful not to shift him or press into his legs as she did, although he looked more comfortable than she’d seen him. Zuma pulled back. “You’re not supposed to be frustrated like this. You’re supposed to be calm so you and I can strategize on how to deal with what you so appropriately deemed ‘a mess,’ although ‘disaster’ is a better term.”
Jack smiled at her. “Sorry. I needed to have that outburst. I’ve actually been saving it for you, fiancée,” he said fondly at her. It had always been easy between these two. 
“Thanks, that was kind of you,” she said, leaning forward and kissing his cheek, conscious that Finley was behind them, awkwardly watching since he hadn’t had a chance to dismiss himself. 
Zuma then sat on the bed. She took Jack’s hand, doing a great job, she thought, of ignoring Finley beside her. “How are you feeling, Jack?” 
“I should be going,” Finley said, his eyes on the space between Jack and Zuma. 
“I’m good,” Jack lied in a clipped tone to Zuma and then swiveled his head up to Finley. “No, you can’t go. Strategize. Didn’t you hear Zuma? We’ve got to figure out some things and you are our best resource.” 
Zuma swung her head over her shoulder at Finley. It hurt to look at him when his eyes weren’t on her. That pain was excruciating when they were. Now that tortured gaze was on the floor, his hands pressed in his pockets. 
“Oh, he’s no help to us,” Zuma said, still forcing herself to look at him. “Finley doesn’t want to fight. He’s given up. Pretty much decided to cower to Knight’s rule.” 
“Zuma, that’s not fair,” Finley said through clenched teeth, his chin low as if he was speaking to Knight. 
“No, it’s not, and announcing that Jack and I are engaged and pushing me away, well what’s that?” she said in retaliation.  
“Necessary,” he said. 
Jack tugged on Zuma’s hand to gain her attention. “What’s been going on while I’ve been trapped in here?” 
Zuma shook her head. “Well, I didn’t think it could be done, but in only a few days’ time and with one show Knight has made a mess of the circus. He’s instigated so much trouble in such a short period of time that we’ll be cutting each other’s throats in a week. So keep doing what you’re doing, Finley,” she said, throwing her head back over her shoulder in his direction. “This ‘ignore and comply’ strategy sure seems to be working.” 
“It could be worse, Zuma,” Finley said. 
“Right, worse. Like the best man in the world is murdered and my best friend is paral… Oh wait,” Zuma said dryly.
Finley brought his gaze to finally look at Zuma. It expressed his own frustration and disappointment in how she was punishing him in that moment. “Right, well, I’ll leave you two love birds,” he said, the humor not really registering in the dark joke. “That will give you a chance to discuss privately what a failure and coward I am.” 
Jack shot a disappointed look at Zuma. “Finley, I don’t think that about you. If it wasn’t for you I’d be dead. You saved my life by showing up and carrying me out of Knight’s warehouse.” 
“Actually”—Zuma spun around—“Finley abandoned me right when we found you.” She stood and narrowed her eyes at him. “I’d forgotten all about that until now.” 
“He what?” Jack asked behind her. 
“Well, he showed back up a few minutes later, but you,” she said to Finley, an accusation getting loaded into her speech, “you acted like you weren’t coming back. Like you’d left me for good.” She sized him up, taking her time. “Where exactly did you go and what were you doing?” 
“Nowhere, Zuma,” he said, frustrated. 
“You’re lying. Tell me.”
He didn’t know how to respond to this confrontation. It seemed like a good idea to run but there was no getting away from Zuma for too long. 
“Damn it, Finley! Tell me!” Zuma yelled.  
He slowly brought his gaze to hers. “You don’t want to know.” 
“Stop saying stuff like that. You’re not the only one sentenced to be punished endlessly anymore. We are in this together.” 
“No, Zuma, what you don’t realize is that you’re in your own private hell,” Finley said. “And I’ve been trying to pull you out of it.” 
“What? What does that mean? Where did you go and what did you do?” Zuma asked. 
He looked at her, really looked at her, so that she sucked in a painful breath. “I’ll tell you if you really want to know,” Finley said, “but please note you’ve been warned.” 
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Zuma stared at Finley, unsure, as she’d been many times since she met him, if she could trust the acrobat. He had been a thief for most of his life. And she could always tell when someone lied, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hold back information. Or, as in Finley’s case, take Zuma’s heart and hold it in his hands and crush it. No one had ever had an effect on her, and then Finley strolled into Vagabond Circus, looking very much the way he did now: lean, dark, and mysterious. 
Zuma looked back at Jack for reassurance. 
“Find out what he knows that you obviously don’t know,” Jack said in response to the unsure look she gave her friend. “Zuma, you will never conquer a challenge unless you have all the information and it sounds like there’s more to know.” 
She nodded at Jack and then turned and took two steps toward Finley. And she knew immediately that her sudden closeness made him nervous. It put the restrictions he’d been placing on himself in danger of being frayed. “Tell me what you know. And Finley,” she said, reaching out and touching his arm, gripping it. She waited until he returned his attention back to her and not to the hand pressed into his bicep. “Don’t leave out a single thing. I want to know it all.” 
He nodded, but simultaneously stepped back out of her reach. Finley cleared his throat and forced himself to keep his eyes pinned on Zuma’s, although the anger and desire radiating from them were making his soul ache. “You know how you told me you’ve never been happy?” he said and paused.
Zuma squinted at him, like she’d misheard. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
“It has everything to do with everything. Your lack of happiness is why the circus is the way it is. It’s why Dave made arrangements with your parents for you to come to Vagabond Circus. Your happiness, or rather lack thereof, has shaped so much,” Finley said. 
“How?” Zuma said, almost wanting to laugh at the ridiculous notions Finley was spouting. However, he wasn’t laughing. 
“Zuma, you have never felt real happiness not because there’s something wrong with you or because you have a chemical imbalance,” Finley said, slipping his hand through his dark brown hair. This was harder than he imagined. 
“Then why?” she said, baffled why he would know anything about her inability to feel pure happiness. And yet he seemed to. 
“Zuma, you remain in mostly a state of indifference because since you were born you were cursed,” Finley said.  
Zuma did laugh now. “Finley, are you listening to yourself?” 
“Yes, and am I lying?” he asked, knowing her combat sense would support his claims.  
“Well, no,” Zuma said, scratching her head. “Which means you believe this bullshit and that makes you crazy.” 
Behind her Jack laughed. She’d almost forgotten he was there. 
Zuma turned to him, more to share the stupidity of the moment than anything else. However, when she looked at Jack he was shaking his head. “Finley’s probably the sanest person in this freak show, Zuma. Give him a chance to explain his case.” 
She shook her head at Jack and turned back to Finley. “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word. “Pony up with a reasonable explanation for this bullshit.” 
“Remember I told you that Knight cursed Vagabond Circus?” Finley said. 
“Yes, because he murdered Dave’s baby, and then discovered the child was actually his because he’d been having an affair with Dave’s wife.” Zuma said the whole thing with only a brief hesitation, as she recalled the details.  
“Whoa!” Jack said behind them. “Rewind, say what?”
Zuma held up her hand. “You’ll get details after I get the whole truth.” 
Jack gave a frustrated sigh but remained silent. 
“Yes, that’s when Knight cursed the circus,” Finley said. “Cynthia, Dave’s wife, was dead and so was Knight’s child. It made Knight go crazy.” 
“Because he wasn’t already, having suffocated an infant?” Zuma asked.  
“Anyway, you may not believe someone can curse people but—”
“I do,” Zuma cut Finley off. “I heard details of it in some of Dave’s private thoughts. He had the ability to curse people or places but he rarely used the gift.” She had heard the thought by accident once when Dave allowed the wall in his mind to come down. 
“Right, yes, Dave possessed and Knight possesses the ability to curse people. They have to use the right words and focus. And in return for the curse to work their power is stolen, taking years off their lives.” 
“That’s crazy,” Jack said, astonished and also disbelieving. 
“Just ask Titus. He was there the day Knight cursed Vagabond Circus and then Dave cursed Knight right back,” Finley said. 
“Wait, how do you know all this?” Jack asked. 
“I dream traveled back in time to witness this specific event. I needed to confirm the things Fanny told me,” Finley said. 
“That’s right, Fanny was there. She told you this?” Zuma asked. 
“Yes, she told me that after Dave’s wife committed suicide and Knight found out he murdered his own child, he made a curse that’s almost impossible to break,” Finley said.  
“What is it, Finley?” Zuma said, his words sucking out her breath 
“Zuma, Knight cursed that any child born at Vagabond Circus could never be happy,” Finley said, his eyes heavy with regret. 
Zuma sucked in a sharp gasp as her hands slapped over her mouth. She stuttered out a moan, but quickly tried to cover it with something less weak sounding. Finley moved, only a fraction but she spied it. He’d almost reached for her. Almost wrapped his arms around her, but even in unveiling this tragedy and being behind closed doors he wouldn’t tempt himself. Finley knew if he took off his restraints, he couldn’t put them back on. 
“Zuma, it—”
“I was born under the big top eighteen years ago,” she said, interrupting Finley. 
“And I know from time traveling that Knight cursed the circus one year before your birth. I checked,” Finley said. 
“You time traveled to the day I was born? You witnessed it?” she said in disbelief.  
He smiled a little, but real smiles shouldn’t adorn that much pain. The gesture cut at Zuma’s heart.  “Yeah, it was a beautiful moment.” He shook his head, like he was seeing the memory then. “The day you were born… Fanny delivered you, and Dave held you before your own father. He whispered in your ear two words and that’s what confirmed the curse for me,” Finley said. 
“What were the words?” Zuma asked, her hands in her hair. 
Finley pressed his lips together. “He said, ‘I’m sorry.’” 
And now Zuma did cry, a soft gasp of tears and a fresh pain seeping to her usually stone surface.
Finley didn’t budge this time, but the look in his greenish eyes communicated perfectly the regret he had for her pain. 
Zuma slid the back of her arm across her wet eyes, drying them on her sleeve. “You said this was why Dave arranged with my parents to have me come to Vagabond Circus?” 
Finley nodded. “He thought that he owed you a life with the highs of a performer, since you could never experience the best thing, happiness.” 
“And my parents know?” she asked.  
Another nod. 
“But you said this impacted the success of the circus,” Zuma said, confused now. 
“Zuma, two things happen when a curse is made that robs,” Finley said. “The first is that it steals years of life from the caster, like I said before. But then, because the curse, in your case, takes from you, then the happiness you should have had goes into a bank of sorts. It’s funneled into a place. Like when it rains and the water evaporates and gathers in the clouds. Everything has to have an exchange.” 
“So, where did my happiness go?” she asked.  
“To the only place named in the curse, the circus. Your stolen happiness has fueled the success of the circus,” Finley said. 
“What?” 
Finley held up his hand. “It would be successful no matter what, but everyone who comes to the circus is gifted with a piece of what you lost. It’s the law of return. Every one of Knight’s curses works that way, since he uses them to take. If he curses a kid to lose a dream travel ability then their power is showered on his other kids to make them stronger. Everything goes somewhere.” 
“Oh,” Zuma said, her mind angered and then also honored that the emotion she never felt had been such a gift to Vagabond Circus. “But this is the reason you abandoned me at the compound? Why? I don’t get it.” 
Finley now looked away. “I went into Knight’s chamber to confront him, but as we now know he wasn’t there. He had already left.” 
“Why would you confront him?” Zuma said. 
“Because the only person who can lift a curse, according to Fanny, is the person who casts it,” Finley said.  
“And you were going to what? Demand he lift the curse from the circus?” she said in disbelief. And the look in Finley’s eyes confirmed that this had indeed been his plan. She was enraged and also incredibly touched. How could she want to slap him and also kiss him at the same time? 
“Zuma, I’ve never had a chance at a life, but you, if you could just experience real happiness…well you’d shine even brighter. That would fuel the circus for eternity. I just—”
But he didn’t get a chance to finish his words because she rushed into his arms. Finley made to move but she sensed this and outmaneuvered him. And once he felt Zuma’s arms around him, he crumbled into a thousand pieces of defeat. Finley didn’t hesitate before wrenching her into him and holding her close. “I can’t believe you’d do that for me,” she whispered against his cheek. 
“I’d do anything for you, I already told you that,” Finley said. “And I’ve been trying to keep you alive by keeping you away from me, but you’re making it incredibly difficult.” 
“No one can see us right now,” she said and slid her nose across his cheek, her lips pausing in front of his. 
A sharp cough behind them. “I don’t really like being called ‘no one,’” Jack said. “And if you’re going to kiss my fiancée, will you get it over with so I can ask my questions.” 
“Damn it, Jack,” Zuma said, pulling swiftly away from Finley. The girl was unable to kiss him now that she knew Jack was watching and waiting. “You ruin everything,” she said, turning but keeping one of Finley’s hands in hers. “What’re your questions?” she asked. 
“Well, Finley, you said Knight cursed the circus and Dave cursed Knight right back. What was it? Did you witness that too?” 
“Yes,” Finley said. “But unlike Knight’s curse, Dave’s wasn’t one that robbed, but rather protected, so its energy has only worked to do the one thing for which it was intended.”  
“Which was?” Zuma asked. 
“Dave’s curse stated that as long as he was alive Knight could never set foot on the grounds of Vagabond Circus,” Finley said.  
“And now Dave is dead,” Jack said. 
“The word construction of a curse is key,” Finley said, squeezing Zuma’s hand once before forcing himself to let her go.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
“You’re not even trying,” Padmal shrieked, her face dark with anger. 
“I am,” Nabhi said, throwing his hands in the air. “It’s a freaking icicle. It melts. It’s undergoing a chemical reaction which makes it incredibly difficult to control.” 
For hours the triplets had been practicing their juggling act, trying out the idea of using sharp icicles instead of their usual knives. The triplets started off their act by individually juggling using their hands but as things sped up and they began juggling together they used only their telekinesis. Each was responsible for three knives for a total of nine. Now those had been replaced by eight-inch-long icicles, which were sharp as knives but so cold they froze their hands in the first part of the juggling act. Padmal and Haady had both dropped several icicles. But due to the items’ changing natures and Nabhi’s growing frustration at his sister, his icicles flew dangerously close to himself and his brother and sister. 
“Nabhi, maybe you need to sit out from this part of the act, since you can’t hack it. You could join us when we move onto juggling easier objects,” Padmal said. 
Nabhi, who was increasingly having trouble quelling his anger, marched straight over to his sister. Since the girl was tiny compared to her lanky brother, he towered over her, but still she appeared like a bull looking a mouse straight on. 
“What? You want to say something to me? Maybe you want to hit me?” she said, stepping up on her tiptoes and then pressing two fingers into his chest. “Go ahead. Hit a girl,” she taunted, her cinnamon brown eyes laughing, but she wore no accompanying smile on her wide lips. 
“Nab…” Haady warned from behind his brother. “Take ten to cool off, okay.” 
Nabhi kept his hands frozen by his side, although the urge to reach out and strangle his sister was spiraling through him, growing with intensity. 
“Nab…” Haady said again, his calm voice seeking to talk Nabhi down from doing something that he’d regret. Nabhi, the youngest triplet, turned and nodded sharply to his brother. “Why don’t you talk to your sister, because when I get back I won’t be spoken to with disrespect,” he said to Haady.  
“I agree,” Haady said, slapping Nabhi on the shoulder as he passed on his way to Padmal. “Little sister, you’re really not being productive.”
Nabhi had almost left the yard in front of their trailer, intent on making a few laps around the grounds to burn off his anger, when Padmal yelled, “Productive? I’m not the one being productive? Without me you two worthless telekinetics would have no show. You’d settle for juggling golf balls, but I’m the one who pushes us to take actual risks.” 
“That’s simply not true. It was Titus who created our show,” Haady said, his voice steady. 
Nabhi turned, his eyes blazing in his sister’s direction. She really has no boundaries, he thought. 
“And I kept pushing Titus for more. If we are going to do child labor, we might as well go big,” she said. “But I get that you two don’t have the skill to keep up with me.”
Nabhi was just about to scream back across the yard calling his sister the worst name he could think of, when between the rows of trailers something materialized. It took his eyes a second to process the man who didn’t move like a man, but rather like a lizard, smooth and jerky at the same time. Knight stepped until he was in their yard, Sebastian and Gwendolyn flanking him on either side. 
The triplets fell silent. Nabhi looked at Haady, who was looking at Padmal, who was looking straight at Knight. 
“Sir, we were just—” Padmal began, but Knight held up his hand and she stopped. 
“First of all, don’t ever look at me directly. Is that clear?” Knight said in the voice that Nabhi thought also reminded him of a reptile, slippery and with a slight hiss. 
“Yes, of course,” Padmal said, looking down at the ground immediately. It was weird for her to appear subservient, but there it was. Padmal’s usually scowling eyes pinned down low with zero hesitation. 
“Very good,” Knight said, and then crossed his arms. “You see, I’ve found my leadership to be more effective when my kids listen, which usually takes great focus. And I’ve been told I’m quite distracting to look at,” he said, a smile in his voice. “Now am I right in thinking that you’re all having an argument?” 
“Sir, I can explain,” Padmal said, her eyes on the grass. 
“I don’t want you to explain,” Knight said. “I simply love conflict. I’ve been bored all day and could use some entertainment.” He waved his hand in the air; the triplets all noticed the gesture from their peripheral. “Please continue. Argue away. I’d love to watch.”
“Sir,” and it was Haady this time. “Honestly, we need to resolve this conflict. Things just got heated and Nab was going to take a break. Go ahead and leave,” he said, looking at his brother, waving him away. 
“Freeze, Nabhi,” Knight said. “You don’t go anywhere unless dismissed by me.” The circus owner then looked at Padmal. “What was this argument about?”
“We were practicing, trying to incorporate the icicles into the juggling act. However, Nabhi, who has a lesser skill than my brother and me, kept messing up,” Padmal said.  
“Which is why there’s a bunch of melting icicles ruining the grass right now?” Knight said.  
“Yes, sir,” Padmal said. 
“Do you think that this circus wants to go bankrupt funding your faulty ideas?” Knight said on the verge of yelling. 
“Well, sir—”
“Do YOU?” Knight yelled, cutting off Padmal. 
“No, sir,” she said at once.  
“And this was your idea, Padmal,” Knight said. “So blame this on your brother, but whether this is a success or not rests on your shoulders.” 
“Sir, if you just listened—”
“I’m not the listening type, Padmal,” Knight said.  
“The act would work if my brother just tried harder,” she said.  
“You do realize a single person juggling isn’t very entertaining. It’s been done a trillion times,” Knight said. 
“I’m not sure why that’s relevant,” Padmal said. 
“Because you are a trio,” the man said. “And if you’re going to work together then you better get your act organized. We have a show tomorrow and you promised me you all could increase the danger aspect. If you can’t do that—”
“I appreciate what you’re saying but it’s not my fault if Nabhi sucks at using his telekinesis,” Padmal said.  
Knight tightened his eyes on the girl who had dared to cut him off but made no comment about it. “Pick up your knives.” 
“What?” she said.  
“Padmal, I don’t like to repeat myself. Pick up the knives you use in the act.” They were sitting on top of their case, a few feet from Padmal, as they had used them to warm up before switching to icicles. 
Hesitantly the girl walked over and picked up the knives she’d handled a thousand times. She almost looked up at Knight for further direction but caught herself. “Now what, sir?” 
He gave an annoyed sigh. “Juggle.”
“By myself?” 
“Yes,” he said with a growl.
Padmal gave a reluctant look to her brother, Haady, who nodded, encouraging her. He sensed Knight was not a man one questioned. 
Padmal threw one knife, then less than a second later another, and then the third. They formed a rotation as she tossed them through the air, grabbing each by their rosewood handle and keeping her eyes on the blades as they flew. 
“Faster,” Knight ordered. 
The knives picked up in speed, the slapping of her tiny hands making rhythmic music as they clapped onto the handles. 
“Now use your telekinesis to juggle,” Knight said.  
Padmal was practiced with this as it was the first part of their act. Once she used her telekinesis then she just made a show of her hands touching the handles, but they were now moving so fast few could tell they never touched her. The knives were a blur though the air, Padmal’s hands moving with a practiced grace. 
“Now, Gwendolyn,” Knight said to the girl beside him. That’s all he had to say. The girl who could stop a Dream Traveler’s power from working knew what he wanted done.  
And then quite suddenly the gift that Padmal had owned for a few years now was stolen away. Disappeared. And she realized that with no telekinesis to hold the blades up, they were headed in one direction. She jumped back as three blades moving at a blinding speed raced for the ground. One ripped through the side of her finger. One stuck into the ground. And the third came down stabbing through her shoe and straight into her foot. A scream shot out of the girl’s mouth, as she stood frozen, staring at the knife pinning her foot to the earth. Haady and Nabhi sprinted forward, Nabhi grabbing his sister’s bleeding finger and wrapping it in the shirt he’d pulled off his body. And Haady went to work freeing Padmal’s foot. 
“Oh, it looks like you’re just as faulty with your telekinesis as your brother, Padmal,” Knight said, not having moved. “Maybe you shouldn’t act so full of yourself in the future. You are a triplet after all.” He then turned and walked away coolly, Sebastian and Gwendolyn behind him. 
“We will get you to Fanny. Just hold on,” Nabhi said, kneeling down to offer his sister a sensitive look.
She was silently crying, her face overflowing with tears of pain and shock. “You,” she stuttered out to him. “This is all your fault!” she screamed, a moan in the words.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
Zuma watched from behind a semi-truck in sleeper row until Ian had disappeared into another semi a few trucks over. He closed the door behind him after he entered the workshop semi. It’s where the crew repaired parts of the big top or crafted new parts. It also served as Ian’s office when he wasn’t working on the oversized tent. 
Zuma sprinted across the space between her and the truck and checked over her shoulder for anyone watching. The fewer people who knew she was on the hunt for information, the better. In a series of quick movements she whipped open the door and slipped inside, shutting the metal door behind her. 
Ian had his back toward her and he stood at the workbench on the other side of the truck. It was set up into multiple stations, stocked with different equipment. Ian didn’t straighten or turn at the sound of the door being closed. In front of him there was a clinking noise, like metal on metal. He was working something with his hands, but Zuma couldn’t tell what. 
“You know, Zuma, I get flashes of everyone’s future,” he said, his voice slow like he was working to get out the words while also concentrating on the project in his hands. “Everyone’s future has been static but yours. Yours keeps changing.”
Zuma took several steps until she was flush with the workstation. She pinned her back to it and looked up at Ian. “Why? Why does my future keep shifting?” 
“The answer to that is the reason you came here,” he stated, no question in his tone.  
Zuma’s eyes narrowed. “If you weren’t so damn likable then your riddle talk would make me punch you.” 
A warm smile spread on the clairvoyant’s face, showing his silver braces. “Likable. I’ll settle for that in this lifetime.” 
“What are you gunning for in the next lifetime?” she asked, her angry expression morphing to one that was more amused. 
He gave a dry chuckle. “Well, it’s no use, but if I was the wishing type I’d want you to find me lovable in the next lifetime.” Ian fiddled with a large bolt which looked to have a ring cross threaded on it. “However, I know better than to wish and I also believe in soulmates and I’m definitely not yours. Too bad really,” he said matter-of-factly.
Zuma’s throat tightened, making it impossible to speak. Ian was so sensitive and had always spoken of his affection for her. But he also stated he wasn’t unique in his desires, only more deserving of the affection he would never receive from the acrobat. It was heartbreaking to continuously watch Ian bathe in his case of unrequited love.
He turned and set his troubled eyes on the acrobat. “You came here to find out why I didn’t say anything to Dave about his approaching death?” 
“Yes,” she said.
“Zuma, you’re not going to understand all this at first, but now that you know about the curse you will assimilate the information much better.” 
“You know that I know I’m cursed to never be happy?” 
He gave her a look that said “duh.” 
“Right, of course you do,” she said.  Zuma pinned her hands on the workstation behind her and then hoisted herself up until she was seated on the surface. “All right, tell me why you didn’t warn anyone about Dave’s death.” 
“This might come as a shock, but I did,” Ian said, regarding Zuma with a quiet thoughtfulness. 
“You what?” 
“I couldn’t explain this to you before because you didn’t have all the information,” Ian said. “Before, I made you believe I didn’t warn Dave about his death. I actually did. I went to Dave after I got the vision of him dying. I didn’t tell him who murdered him or how because I knew telling too much information could be dangerous. I just asked him if he wanted to know his future and he said yes. I told him he’d die soon, be murdered, and needed to be extra careful to avoid it.” 
“What? He didn’t ask for more information, like exactly how to avoid it?” Zuma said.  
“He did and so I told him,” Ian said. 
“So he knew not to put on the poisoned top hat? He knew it was Sebastian?” Zuma asked. 
“No, not who. Only how,” Ian said.  
“Wait, then why did he put on the hat? Was it a mistake?” 
Ian shook his head. “No. After I told Dave about his death, then your future shifted. Before that it had shown you in the distant future and it was beautiful. You were happy, Zuma, unlike you’ve never been granted before.” 
“Wait…before Dave knew about his death, I had a potential future to have the curse broken?” 
“Yes,” Ian said. “And Dave knew that since he was extremely invested in your happiness and you obtaining it. Dave actually had me make him aware of everyone’s future. That’s how he was able to make plans and change them to ensure his people had the best life.”
“That’s crazy,” Zuma said with a breathless gasp. 
Ian nodded in agreement. “But the thing is that after Dave knew about his own death your future shifted. The future where you were happy disappeared and instead you grew old and died never experiencing real happiness.” 
“But Dave lived in that future, right?” Zuma asked. 
Ian nodded again. “And as Dave ordered I informed him when your fortune shifted. We both discussed it at length and decided it was his death that triggered the potential of your happiness. It was Knight taking over Vagabond Circus. It was everything happening after Dave’s death that made a happy future a possibility for you.”  
“What? My happiness was hinged on Dave dying?” Zuma said, her stomach suddenly aching. 
“Yes. I’m sure that’s a hard piece of the history for you to digest.” 
“So that means…” And Zuma choked out a sharp painful tear and covered her face from the sudden shock. She rocked with three convulsions and dry tears burned her throat. Ian wrapped his thick arms around her. He pressed her to him and she pushed her face deeper into her hands and firm into his chest. 
“Yes,” he whispered just above her head. “That’s right. Dave willingly put on the top hat knowing it would kill him. He allowed himself to be murdered so you could one day be happy.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
For ten long minutes Ian comforted Zuma while she cried and shook and convulsed with confused tears. Finally she slid her hands out from in front of her face to show her reddened skin. Ian stepped back, feeling drained by how much he’d seen and felt in the girl, his divination stronger when he touched someone. 
“Why?” she said through the tattered tears that had shredded her throat. “Why couldn’t Dave find another way to bring the future of my happiness about? Why was him dying the only option?” 
Ian nodded, having expected this question and having talked it over with Dave at length. “He couldn’t risk it,” he said. “Yes, he could go after Knight but he’d already tried that and he hadn’t been successful. The man has been in hiding for all these years. Dave’s death lured him out and made him exposed. Knight had to take over the circus.” 
“Dave died knowing Knight would come, paralyze Jack, and create havoc?” Zuma’s head felt like it would explode from learning this strange history. 
Ian nodded. “But Dave also knew that tragedies bring about great fortunes sometimes.” 
“That doesn’t make sense,” Zuma said.  
“Did I ever tell you about the first vision I saw?” Ian asked. 
“The girl at your synagogue. You held her hand and saw she was going to step off a curb, making a car swerve and go off the road,” she said slowly as the story came back to her mind.  
“Yes, and the driver would die,” Ian said, finishing that part of the story for her. 
“But she didn’t because you told her.” 
“And the driver went home and murdered his wife,” Ian said.  
A chill ran over Zuma’s shoulders. “So you messed with reality and a woman died?” 
“That woman, I later found out, was the lead scientist at a private firm who was studying the cure for cancer,” Ian said. “I interviewed her team a few years ago because I was trying to unravel how much I changed by telling that girl not to step into the road that day. They told me the woman who was murdered was the closest anyone has ever been to finding a cure for the disease. However, none of her notes made sense to them. That cure may have died with her.” 
“So her husband was supposed to die?” Zuma said.
“Yes, to bring about a better future. Dave knew this. He knew how the universe operates. Sometimes I can give information to assist, but intervening is usually a problem. Creates worse futures.” 
“Then why the other day did you tell the circus members that if they stayed then they could beat Knight? That was a lie,” Zuma said.  
Ian slid his large calloused hand through the loose curls on his head. “Because of you,” he said in a heavy voice. “Your future keeps changing in my head.” 
“What?” 
“Now it’s gone back to you never being happy,” Ian said. “You die without ever knowing that emotion. The curse is never lifted.”  
“But Dave died to bring about the other future,” Zuma said, her voice shaking.  
“Dave died for many reasons. He died because Jack being paralyzed was a better future for him. Knight taking over the circus was better for Titus. And Dave dying was better for your future. And although all those futures have stayed mostly static, yours has changed. You still aren’t ever going to be happy. Something isn’t right and I can’t figure out what changed or what I need to do to get things to go back to the way I saw before. I did see a future where people left and that was the future before that meant you didn’t get your happiness. So I told everyone to stay to see if I could change things.” 
“And?” Zuma asked, her nerves making her breathless. 
“No change yet,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
“Ian…”
“I know,” he said, reading the look of concern on her face. 
“You’re playing with futures…for me. That can’t be safe.” 
“It isn’t. It’s a huge risk, but I have to,” Ian said. “Right now the future I see isn’t just bleak for you. It’s bleak for so many others. Everything’s gotten worse. Dave died for this and I have to make it work out.”
“But you said that Dave dying was going to help Titus and Jack and others,” Zuma said.  
“It does, but not like it did before. I think everything shifted based on your future. The key to their extremely good fortune is centered on yours. If you get to be happy, then everyone also gets a truly happy ending.” 
Zuma threaded her hands into her hair and clenched her fingers shut, pulling at her roots. “This is so complicated.” 
Ian nodded with a heavy sigh. 
“So what are you going to do now?” she asked.  
“Something I have only done twice. I’m going to tell someone really important to your future how they die. Maybe if they avoid it then things will shift again.” 
“Is that really possible? To avoid death?” Zuma said. 
He shrugged his large shoulders, burdened by the potential futures playing in his head. “I don’t know. Avoiding death could also bring it about. That’s what I’ve always thought. I’ve never tried anything quite like this.” 
“So if this works then I’ll get my future where I’m happy? And everyone will be happy? And Vagabond Circus will be saved?” Zuma asked each question faster than the previous.  
“Yes, but I’m not answering your next question. You can’t know who it is that I’m going to save. I’ve told you enough.” 
Zuma closed her heavy eyelids and took a breath. Who was the person that her happiness was hinged on? Before, it had been Dave’s death that brought her happiness. And now it was the saving of another person that created a positive future for her.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
The
knock on Zuma’s door caused her to jump, making the book hiccup in her hands. Her startled eyes skipped to the clock on the wall. Eight o’clock at night. She sat frozen staring at the door, wishing her super power was that she could see through walls. Was Sebastian on the other side of the door, trying to tempt her to open it so he could “tag” her? During the day she constantly turned to find him stalking her. And then in the distance behind him Zuma often saw Finley, a protective look on his face. 
Again the knock. 
“I see your light on,” Jasmine’s voice rang through the door. “And I totally just peeped through the crack in your drapes and saw you sitting on the couch. Open up already.” 
Zuma sighed with relief before getting up and answering the door. “You realize that makes you a freak, don’t you? Peeping at me,” she said to her friend upon opening the door. 
“Do I look like the type Sunshine would induct into her group?” Jasmine said with a wide smile. Her large white teeth shone in the dark and in contrast to her light brown skin. 
“Get your ass in here,” Zuma said, reaching for her friend’s hand and pulling her into the trailer before glancing around the dark circus grounds. Her eyes caught him two trailers over, propped against a tree. Sebastian, as she feared, was stationed outside her trailer just waiting for her to slip up and exit it at night. 
“Well, that settles it,” Zuma said, slamming the door and throwing her back against it. Her blood thundered suddenly in her head just from seeing the figure lurking in the dark. The cut of his hair gave him away, shoulder length and longer in the front. 
“Settles what?” Jasmine said, plopping down on the couch along with half a dozen wedding magazines she’d been carrying. 
“You’re sleeping here tonight,” Zuma said.  
Jasmine arched an eyebrow and gave Zuma a flirtatious look. “Is this your way of telling me my greatest dream has come true and you’re actually gay?” 
Zuma shook her head, unable to even laugh at her friend. “No, Sebastian is out there. You’re not safe traveling back to your trailer.” 
“You do remember that I can break his spine with the tiniest of efforts?” 
“Doesn’t matter,” Zuma said, moving away from the door. Again she wasn’t laughing at Jasmine’s light manner. “Sebastian has the advantage over you.” 
“I have the strength of ten men and you think that scrawny boy could best me?” she said with a laugh. 
“Yes, it’s his gift,” Zuma said.  
“Gift? I didn’t know he’d gotten one,” Jasmine said.  
“He has and Sebastian isn’t as young as he led us to believe. He’s fifteen.” 
“Wait? What? The kid looks twelve, for sure.”
“I know, but he only pretended.” 
“Wait, Z, you aren’t making sense. Why would he pretend to be younger?” 
“So he could stay with Fanny undetected and hide his ability,” Zuma said.  
“You mean when he was here, before he was transferred to Knight’s school?” 
“Exactly,” Zuma said, taking a seat on the sofa beside her friend. 
“So what’s this gift he’s hiding?” 
Zuma looked at Jasmine sideways. Titus had told her to keep what she knew a secret so the circus members could focus and didn’t revolt early; however, she was tired of keeping one of her best friends in the dark. “Jaz, he can kill through touch. It’s something about the oils in his skin.”
“Wait, that’s his gift? That sounds like a curse,” Jasmine said, almost laughing.  
“Not to someone who wants to use it for their own evil purposes.”
Jasmine blinked at her friend. “When you were gone, did you bump your head, like really hard?” 
Zuma shook her head and grabbed Jasmine’s hand. “No, and I have so much to tell you about where I’ve been and why.” 
Just then Zuma heard a clawing sound on her trailer wall. She looked up and through that crack in the drapes Jasmine had peeped through, Zuma saw one green eye staring at her, inches from her window. She jumped as a scream shot out of her. 
Jasmine turned around but the sliver of Sebastian’s appearance disappeared. 
“What?” Jasmine said, looking at the window and then Zuma. 
“Sebastian was there,” she said in a whisper. “Looking through the crack.” 
“Why would he do that?” Jasmine said. 
“Because he threatened me the other day. Told me that if he caught me at night then he’d touch my skin, which would kill me.” 
“No way,” Jasmine said, sitting back on the couch. “Come on, Z, please be real with me.” 
“Jaz, do you remember when you recently passed out from a mysterious virus and almost died? You remember that Fanny brought you back, but only barely? It was after you intercepted a note for Dave. Remember that?” 
“Yeah,” she said, her mind trailing back to the recent memory. 
“That was Sebastian’s doing,” Zuma said.  
“Wait, what?” Jasmine said, anger flaring on her face suddenly. “That shithead was trying to murder me?” 
“No, not you…” 
“Well, then who?” 
“Do you remember who the letter was for?” Zuma said.  
“Z, you’re telling me Sebastian was trying to murder Dave?” 
“Not trying. He did,” the girl said in a haunted whisper.  
 
***
 
“You do realize that this makes you sound crazy? Knight is a slave owner? Created Finley? Trained him to steal? Uses kids? Paralyzed Jack? Killed Dave?” Jasmine said, ticking off each of the revolting ideas on a long finger.  
“But it all fits, doesn’t it?” Zuma had told Jasmine everything, except about the curse on her. She wasn’t ready to talk about that with anyone. She hadn’t come to terms with everything Ian had told her. About Dave. About what he sacrificed. About the person who wouldn’t die and their life would somehow save Zuma’s. Maybe…according to Ian. 
“No, it actually makes perfect sense and explains all of my concerns,” Jasmine said, her eyes looking, but not seeing. “I actually wanted to discuss Knight with you but was thinking I was insane for having suspicions.”
Zuma’s head flipped up at once. “What suspicions do you have?”
“Well, it’s just me being sensitive after Dave’s death so I’m trying not to read too much into it,” Jasmine said. 
“What?” Zuma asked, not liking how serious Jasmine, who was never serious, was acting. 
“Knight pulled me aside today while you and Finley were practicing. I looked right at him and again he warned me to never do that.” 
“Yeah, you know you’re not supposed to do that.”
Jasmine gave her a frustrated look. “And you know that I don’t like being told what do. I might have told him that.”
“And then you got a headache, right?” Zuma said, hardly a question in her voice. 
“Yeah, how did you guess?” 
“It’s one of Knight’s gifts,” Zuma said, remembering the stabbing sensation in her head she’d gotten after meeting Knight.  
“Killing by touch. Ability to produce headaches. These aren’t gifts.” 
“I know.” 
“Zuma…” Jasmine said, her voice careful. 
“Yes,” Zuma said, looking at her, sensing the dread in her friend. 
“My ears were ringing from the headache and I could hardly hold my head up. I thought I was going to crumble to the ground,” Jasmine said.  
“I know. I’ve been there. It’s horrible.” 
“Thing is that I could have sworn I heard Knight say that he wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of having someone as strong as me around.” 
Zuma’s breath skipped in her throat. “Oh no.” 
“Yeah, I told you I had suspicions. Before I thought that meant he was cutting me from the act, but now…”
“You’ve got to be careful, Jaz. Keep your distance from Knight.”
“Are you kidding me? I just found out he’s responsible for Dave’s death. I’m going to kill that man. I’m going to snap his neck with a tiny flick of my wrist.” 
Zuma jumped to sitting on her knees. “No, Jaz, you can’t even try. Knight will have his guards. Or he’ll disable you with a headache.”
Jasmine shook her head, a stubborn expression on her face. “We were alone today. I sensed he fears me. And I told him off for telling me that I couldn’t look at him. Told him I would never be marginalized by a man. And I realize now he’s intimidated by me. He should be too. I’m going to sneak up on him during a practice and take him out. This has gone on too long. Titus is too much of a coward and there’s nothing anyone else can do. You’re right, the man is crafty and well protected but an opportunity will present itself and then he’ll be gone and we will be free.” 
Zuma sat back, throwing her head into the cushions. If Jasmine was quick, which was an acrobat’s specialty, then she could take him out with little effort. Zuma’s mind inflated with the excitement that her friend could take out Knight thereby making all their problems disappear. “Okay, but be careful and don’t even attempt it if Gwendolyn is around.” 
Jasmine nodded, a burning anger on her face. She then stood and walked for the door. 
“What are you doing?” Zuma said, suddenly panicked.
“Well, I came to plan the wedding but since you’ve informed me that’s a scam then there’s no need. I’m going to go run a few laps. I need to burn off some of this revolting anger.” 
“No, you can’t. Sebastian could still be out there,” Zuma said, considering plastering herself in front of the exit.  
“We’ve been talking for hours. There’s no way that prick stuck around. And I’m much faster than him.” 
“Jaz, I don’t like the idea.” 
“Z.” Jasmine came back and grabbed her friend’s hand. “We’ve been through a lot, but everything’s going to be fine. If my daddies taught me anything it is that you don’t hide when there’s a threat. You fight. You stand up to the bully. You bring them down with your pure unyielding spirit. And you never allow them to hold you down.” 
Zuma smiled a little at Jasmine. How had she kept any of this from her? Now that Jasmine knew the truth Zuma felt the first bit of hope. “You’re right,” she said.
“Girl, of course I’m right.” She winked at Zuma before leaving. “Catch you tomorrow,” she said and then laughed at her own pun, since she was the new catcher in the flying trapeze act. 

 
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
The next day, morning light illuminated the big top, the dew on the roofs of the trailers and Jasmine’s lean body. The acrobat was laid out in the yard between Zuma’s and her trailer. It appeared the virus she’d contracted the week prior had finally taken her out. She was dead.

 



Chapter Forty 
Sacramento Bee
Vagabond Circus Suffers Another Tragedy
Vagabond Circus, which has had many changes and tragedies this year, has yet another to add to the list. This month the star of the circus, Jack Fuller, fell during rehearsal causing him to be paralyzed. Now another tragedy has befallen an acrobat. Jasmine Reynolds-Underwood suffered from cardiac arrest yesterday, Titus Rogers, the creative director, reported. She had apparently contracted a virus and it appears to have not been cured. Complications due to the untreated mystery virus caused the young girl’s heart to go into cardiac arrest and she was found too late. The nineteen-year-old performer was a beloved star of the circus and will be missed. Her parents, Joseph Underwood and Trent Reynolds, are extremely grieved by the loss of their only daughter. Vagabond Circus, which has brought love and happiness to so many, appears to be having a tragic year. We send our prayers and condolences to the members of Vagabond Circus who definitely have a long road of healing in front of them.
 



PART II
 
 



Chapter Forty-One
By the time Vagabond Circus reached Santa Barbara, winter had transformed everything brown. Knight had transformed a once happy circus into a dysfunctional conglomeration of lost souls. It only took three months for him to steal the fire out of the eyes of Fanny’s young girls, Emily and Tiffany. Ninety days was more than enough time for him to turn the rig crew against one another. The once happy staff fought so often that they were always behind schedule, which meant their wages were constantly docked. Injuries were up. Crime among Vagabond Circus members was an actual phenomenon. Morale was at a record low. And yet no one had abandoned the circus. The show still received reviews complimenting it on delivering a thrilling performance. However, fewer children and non-believers were in the crowd. It was mostly full of teens looking to be spooked or rebels who dared to sit in the front row. However, by the end of the show the front was usually abandoned. Most patrons left after being singed or were scared so much by the idea of being attacked by a lion that they knocked out the row behind them trying to get away. The circus, once reminiscent of a midsummer night’s dream, was now a nightmare sought out by those looking for a year-round haunted house experience. 
Zuma hadn’t given up on the circus. She didn’t abandon it after Jasmine’s death. The girl of stone simply nodded when the news was told to her. Zuma had been practicing with Finley when she’d been interrupted and then those three words matter-of-factly spoken to her. 
“Jasmine is dead.”
Inside Zuma, she screamed. Something felt as though it sliced through her chest, making it impossible to breathe. Her mind shook with torturous grief. However, on the outside Zuma was unchanged. A true girl of stone. She then held her chin up and commenced her routine, practicing with Finley. For a brief second, Finley’s appearance gave something away. It told her he was sorry. The sharp angles of his face softened and his expression seemed to say, “you’re lying to pretend you don’t care.” But what could she do? The news had been delivered by Knight himself, Sebastian standing at his back. If she cried or showed any emotion at all then she’d give them both what they wanted. Her pain. Her remorse. She’d show them that they’d won. Instead she bolted her emotions in a storm shelter, away from her grief which had the power of a hurricane. Then Zuma looked down at the ground, her words directed to Knight. “Finley and I will get the changes made pronto to replace Jaz,” she said, her voice cold and removed from her body. 
From her peripheral she spied the twitch on Knight’s face. He hadn’t gotten the response he’d wanted. The ringmaster hadn’t gotten a response at all to this devastating news. That was unacceptable. 
“There is a memorial service,” Knight said, drawing out the last two words, almost singing them. “But I can’t permit you to go, since you have much work to do replacing Jasmine.” 
Inside Zuma’s inner child was throwing a fit. A pure tantrum where each tear brought a torrent of more uncontrollable tears. Ones that made it hard to breathe. That burn. Inside she was hyperventilating. On the outside she was a marble statue of poise. “I don’t want to go,” Zuma said, her words quiet, dead. 
“It’s being held here on the grounds. Should only be a short service, since I think that best. And still it is better for you to devote your time to practice,” Knight said. 
And Zuma felt too acutely what he was doing. Knight had worked for this moment and didn’t like to be deprived of the pain he caused. He’d had Jasmine murdered and he knew Zuma knew that. She was supposed to cry. To scream. To convict him and Sebastian of a crime she couldn’t prove. And then he would punish her. But now Zuma’s worst-case scenario had somehow gotten even worse. This didn’t weaken the girl. It hollowed her out and made her more motivated than ever. She wouldn’t be defeated. 
“I understand,” she said, and then turned her cold, flat expression on Finley. “That means we should get to work right away.”
He nodded, his expression also trained into something emotionless.
Finley wouldn’t comfort Zuma. There would be no talk about Jasmine. Not a single look would be exchanged that spoke of the great sadness this loss meant for the two acrobats. They were soldiers. And that’s how Zuma stayed at Vagabond Circus. A quiet, calculating soldier. 
For the three long months after Jasmine’s death, Zuma kept her head down, her words full of compliance. Ian had promised Zuma that he was tweaking the future and she must only hold on for a solution. She knew they needed a way to fight because resisting Knight was a death wish. Many at the circus had tried it, had simply disagreed with the ringmaster. It never turned out well for them. Over the last ninety days pain killers had become a desperately sought after commodity. Headaches beset the Vagabond Circus members and spread like lice in a nursery school. 
Zuma had been fortunate not to have too many headaches; only when on a rare occasion Knight caught her eyes on him. Her combat sense could teach her so much about the man, but not when she wasn’t permitted to study him. After being caught several times she trained herself not to look at the impossibly tall man. Zuma forced herself to practice. To keep to herself. To telepathically encourage Titus. To keep things with Finley brief. 
The acrobats worked together, both restrained by their marionette strings. They spoke in a script. Looked at each other with mostly sideway glances. Zuma had figured out how to survive when most people at Vagabond Circus were withering away, physically and mentally. But it was easier for Zuma. She’d never known happiness. Zuma was different from the others who had experienced joy from being a part of the magic of the big top. Those who have yet to taste the sweetness of life can endure its bitter moments much longer. 
 



Chapter Forty-Two
Charles Knight was not a man who gave up anything easily. Not grudges. Not possessions. And not people. However, he had to finally admit that it was getting too difficult to maintain control of his kids with the circus all around them. When they traveled, patrons asked questions about the strange kids they saw, the ones the surrogates failed to hide in the semis fast enough. And the same kids, who had been easy to manage inside the compound, were now adorning shifty expressions. They saw what freedom looked like when observing the Vagabond Circus members. They smelled popcorn. They realized there was a life they could have and they were hungry for it. Knight’s kids, who he knew would one day help him to get Vagabond Circus, were now a liability. They had served their purpose though. They had stolen enough that he was worth millions, and three prodigies had come up through their ranks. Finley, Sebastian, and Gwendolyn. The rest weren’t necessary anymore.
“You know what to do?” Knight said to a man he’d almost come to like. 
Riley nodded. “Yes, Master.” This man, a bum, had been digging through a dumpster behind the compound when Knight first took possession of the property. Knight already had the plan to breed an army of thieves, but he knew he’d have to find the right people to assist him. Riley was a Middling and had a desperate look in his eyes. Knight loved that look. That’s how he found all his supervisors and surrogates. He sought out those who were destitute and in need of saving. The bum was thin then, with a head full of black, dirty hair, but now he had muscle and his shaved head had wrinkles in the back and extra folds of skin. Since Riley was a Middling, Knight knew he would do him no good in building his army since he needed Dream Traveler sperm. However, the homeless man was perfect for keeping the kids in line and supervising them on jobs. To ensure Riley’s compliance, Knight gave him room and board and manipulated him with his words, alternating between being nice and then cruel. Knight also opened a bank account for the man and deposited funds every year; however, he never granted him access to it. 
“I told you the day would come when I gave you everything you wanted if you followed my orders. You’ve served me well.” Knight then handed Riley an envelope with all the information regarding his untouched bank account which now held eighteen thousand dollars. A thousand dollars a year for each one he served Knight. It wasn’t a livable wage, but the people who served Knight didn’t know any better. “Here, you’ve earned this,” Knight said. “Now finish your last job for me and then you can sell the truck or keep it. Your call.”
“So kind, Master. Thank you for saving me,” Riley said, his eyes to the side. 
Knight didn’t respond. He just roamed his gaze over the closed up semi where the sounds of kids shuffling emanated. He wouldn’t say goodbye to them. Knight had brought all of them into this world using surrogates, and trained them, and yet he felt no attachment to the kids. He was ready to move on. 
“Be sure to drop them off one at a time, one hundred miles apart. And warn each one not to talk or we will hunt them down,” Knight said.  
“They’re getting what they think they want, the ungrateful little bastards,” Riley said with a sneer, several of his gold teeth showing. “They won’t talk. They all think they want to be free, but soon they’ll learn how hard it is without you to take care of them, Master.” 
“I suspect you’re right,” Knight said.  
“I’ll be on my way then,” Riley said, a fond look in his one good eye. And then he climbed in his truck to finish his last job. He was about to give the kids crammed in the semi the same fate as he had before Knight found him. He was about to make them all homeless. 
Knight watched the truck pull away. All the kids were packed in that one vehicle. The other two semis were empty now and living quarters for Gwendolyn, and Sebastian. Before they had been living with the other kids. But now the two had their own places, a real treat for them and a testament to their rank. Gwendolyn and Sebastian were test tube babies as well, but Knight felt almost an affection for those two. Actually the only one who wasn’t born from a test tube was the one kid Knight admired the most, and the one who he suspected despised him the most.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
“Unbelievable,” Dr. Chang said on the other side of the phone.
“Is it?” Fanny said, trying to keep the smile out of her voice. “Why is that?” 
“Bones mending after the kinds of breaks Jack endured takes several months. I expected him not to be ready to start physical therapy for a good while longer,” he said.  
“Well, there you go, our expectations were different,” Fanny said into the mobile she had pressed to her cheek. 
“What were your expectations?” the doctor asked. 
“That I’d be amazed by something miraculous,” Fanny said, her Louisiana accent bringing more conviction to her words.  
“Is that what makes you such a successful nurse? Is it because you bring a bit of faith to the art of medicine?”  
“I think I’d like you if we ever met, Doctor,” she said. “Few doctors would refer to what we do as an art. And yes, I do rely on my faith. I dare say it was God who bestowed my talents on me.” Fanny thought fondly of the warmth she felt tingle from her fingertips when she used her gift of healing. 
“So Jack’s bones appear to have healed in all the places where major breakage occurred?” Dr. Chang asked.  
“Yes, we had X-rays done here in Santa Barbara. Now what we are hoping to see is regeneration of the bone loss in places.” 
“That’s what he’ll need if those bones of the legs are going to be able to support him for standing and maybe walking,” Dr. Chang said. 
“I have every hope they will be strong enough one day to do more than just that,” Fanny said.  
“More?” 
“Jack is an acrobat. He’s anxious to get back on trapeze.” 
“Nurse Fanny,” Dr. Chang said and she spied the disapproval in his tone. “I support your methods and mind set but I hope you aren’t giving Jack the false impression he will have that sort of mobility in the future. We are being hopeful to believe he will walk.”
“Again you and I are divided by our expectations,” Fanny said, sounding almost amused. 
“It’s simply that I’m applying logic and experience to the expectations I have set.” 
“And I’m simply not restricting outcomes. Why should history dictate Jack’s result?” Fanny said, knowing this was the opposite thought of most conventional doctors.  
There was an exasperated sigh on the other side of the line. 
“Look, Doctor,” Fanny continued. “You asked me to keep you in the loop on Jack’s recovery and I’m happy to do that. Now that we enter the physical therapy portion of his healing I ask that since your consciousness impacts his future that you have positive expectations, whatever they might be. I won’t dictate what you believe will occur and you shouldn’t dictate that for me.” 
“Very well. I must say your methods, whatever they involve, are incredibly successful. I wish you’d consider coming out of retirement. I would be happy to employ you in my private practice,” Dr. Chang said, hope in his tone. 
“Thank you, but my place is here, with my family. My days of treating the public are over.” 
There was a pause that Fanny felt reeked of Dr. Chang’s hidden disappointment. “Well, then I must ask you, your methods were always considered mysterious. There was hardly any documentation on how you treated most of your cases that were considered terminal and yet made full recovery. Nurse Fanny, would you do me the honor of sharing with me how you do it? How are you so brilliant with your care?” 
Fanny smiled, although no one could see it since she was alone in her room. “Magic, Dr. Chang. What I do is done by magic.” 
 



Chapter Forty-Four
“What you believe is what you experience.” Jack heard Fanny’s words echo in his head. She’d repeatedly said that statement to him over the last three months. 
Jack had weaned himself off the pain meds pretty early on in his recovery, knowing they were preventing him from dream traveling. One must be totally lucid in order to instruct their consciousness to travel to a specific location and time. Jack had been incredibly excited to dream travel. However, Fanny had told him he had to wait until a month after the accident since his body needed the nourishing power of good old-fashioned sleep. 
It is important to note that most things behave similarly in the dream travel realm as they do in the physical world, although laws can be flexed. Just as in dreams the imagination makes many things possible. The day the drugs wore off and the very same hour that Fanny gave Jack a thumbs-up to dream travel, he closed his eyes with the intention to “escape.” To escape his imprisonment from inside the tiny trailer, with children who were never quiet. And to escape his legs, which imprisoned him in a bed that always smelled of sweat and dead skin. The acrobat almost believed when his consciousness landed on Division Street in Nashville, Tennessee, that he’d be standing on his legs, able to walk on them. However, he found himself lying on the pavement, his legs stretched motionless before him. There was a brief moment where Jack wanted to cry from the unfairness of it all. It was only his consciousness, not his physical body, in Nashville, so he should be able to walk. Hell, he should be able to fly if he wanted, he thought. And although the things that happen in dream travel really affected the physical body, the physical body wasn’t as much impacted in the dream travel form. At least that’s what Jack thought from years of practicing stunts in the dream travel realm. It was always easier to practice in that realm, muscles not hampered by soreness or the stress of the day. 
After that first failed dream travel Jack returned to his body and called for Fanny. She gave him a knowing look when he explained what he’d experienced. 
“How was I just lying on the sidewalk?” he said, his hand in his hair, which she’d just washed that morning.  
She clapped a warm hand on his. “Because you believe you’re paralyzed. Your body, whether in the physical or dream travel realm, acts based on your expectations. If you don’t expect your legs to function properly right here and now then they aren’t going to allow you to walk around in your dreams. You are always confined or enlivened by your beliefs.” 
“So I can’t walk in my dreams as long as I can’t walk in my waking life?” 
“Try it the other way around,” Fanny had said. “You can’t walk on the physical earth until you can make your mind believe it can do it in your dreams. Healing is less about mending bones and ligaments and more about changing thoughts that inhibit.” 
Since that conversation months prior with Fanny, Jack hadn’t dared to dream travel. Instead he meditated like never before, really exploring all his limiting thoughts and changing them once discovered. It hadn’t been easy to clean all the negative thoughts from his mind. This was because his first few attempts to merely stand were met with defeat. Fanny was strong but it had been difficult for her to maintain his weight when his legs refused to bear it. Walkers and devices had been brought in, filling Fanny’s trailer so it was hard for others to negotiate the space with their perfectly healthy legs. Jack looked at the devices and bitterly remembered his attempts to stand. How could he replace the idea that he couldn’t walk with the one that he could when there so many reminders of the accident that changed him? 
Two more months passed before he looked at the walker and said to himself, “I don’t really need that.” Soon his physical therapy would begin and he was expected to spend several hours a day building the muscles that had atrophied along with the skill that he once had to walk. He was a baby gearing up to take his first step. And although the X-rays reported he was finally ready to start physical therapy, Fanny refused to allow him. The healer had said he couldn’t begin therapy until he achieved one important goal: walking in dream travel form. 
Jack pressed his eyes closed and focused his attention on the location. He hadn’t dream traveled in months, not since Nashville. He’d used all usual dream travel sessions to meditate. Like the last time he dream traveled Jack landed in a lying position on the grass of the stadium of Olympia. He was resting on the site of the first Olympics in Olympia, Greece. It was a location he and Zuma and Jasmine had practiced in many times. It had been Dave’s idea. “To be an athlete you must practice in the place where the greatest people made inspirations we still follow to this day. To be great, practice where the great practiced.”
The memory of Dave’s words and the experience of Jasmine in that place tightened Jack’s heart. He wasn’t going to be another victim. Knight’s abuse had to stop. He would no longer be walked upon. 
Jack looked not at his outstretched legs but rather at the heavens. “Dave, you believed in me in a way I couldn’t understand before, but now I get it. I am like the gods the athletes first competed for. I’m great! I’m powerful. I can do anything,” he said aloud to the sky. Then Jack pressed his hands behind him into the sandy ground. He pushed up, pushing his legs underneath him the way he practiced with Fanny. She had him do this from the floor, knowing he had to get up before he could move forward, both in a literal and metaphorical sense. 
Jack took a breath and felt his knees bend. That had always been the easy part. It wasn’t the movement of the legs, but rather their structure that had prevented them from supporting Jack’s weight. That was not the thought Jack had in that moment. He wasn’t thinking of the past. Jack’s thoughts were firmly hinged on a reality that hadn’t come to pass yet. One that he saw clearly. 
“This is possible. This is easy,” he said through gritted teeth. His foot slipped under his weight, making his rear end fall back on the earth. He drew in a heavy motivated breath. 
“I can do this.” And again Jack saw himself doing it. Saw in his mind his legs easily negotiating under him until he stood. Jack pressed his eyes shut, pressing the visual firmer into his cortex. His hands ached beside him from the exertion of putting so much of his weight under them. He pulled his feet in close and decided to make a fast attempt. Not an attempt, he corrected himself. I will stand. I can. 
And then his feet bore more weight than he’d managed since the accident. He pressed his hands under him until he felt steady on his legs and pushed up to a standing position. Jack wanted to look down at the legs under him that held him up, but he knew that would reek of his astonishment. Instead, he looked out at the stadium where athletes performed great feats for the gods. Competed, showing their incredible speed and agility. 
“I can walk. Nothing is stopping me,” Jack said and like a bolt falling into place, opening a door, a new pathway fully opened inside his mind. A new neural network had been paved and it operated with a clear flow, electrifying the potentials that had died before. Jack’s foot rose only an inch, but it was all he had intended. He brought it forward another inch and set it down. Again he didn’t act surprised by this reality within the dream travel realm. Instead he said to himself, Just as I suspected, I can walk.  But a smile did join that thought. 
The next movement was bolder; his other foot rose higher, reaching further. And it was followed by another step, not graceful, but a step nonetheless. And then Jack was walking in his dreams, not because his muscles could physically support him. That would take much effort in the physical world. Jack was walking in his dreams because he believed without a single doubt that it was possible. He looked out at the grounds. Clamped his feet together as he had done so many times before in practice. And then in a firm standing position he made himself levitate off the ground until he was five feet in the air. Jack also hadn’t been able to use his dream travel gift because he was so scarred by the pain of not walking, but now the acrobat hovered off the ground, higher than he usually dared to rise from the earth. He then lifted his arms out and spun like a ballerina on top of a music box, all grace and control. Then the acrobat raised his eyes to the sky. “For you, Jasmine. For you, Dave. For me. I won’t give up. I am a god,” he said with pure conviction. No longer a victim to pity, Jack felt something he had never known. He felt his own worth. He finally felt equal to the greatest of beings. No longer did he think of himself as “less than” in comparison to his brothers. He was Jack Fuller, the guy who would walk again. 
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Titus’s head lay cradled in his hands when Fanny entered his office tent. This was now known as the “Titus is frustrated” stance, and his back and neck ached from constantly taking the position. 
“You know I’ve never told you how to do your job, Titus,” Fanny said, a look of disapproval written on her usually accepting face. 
“Does this mean you’re about to start?” he said, his voice muffled due to his mouth being obstructed by his hands. 
“Really, how much more are you going to wallow in this self-pity? You bucked up when Knight first showed up. I even thought you might make a stand, but now you’re looking incredibly defeated,” Fanny said, the drawl of her words lengthening due to her emotion.  
Titus slowly brought his head up, his eyes carrying a sobering expression. “He killed Jasmine.” The he didn’t have to be detailed. They both knew Sebastian did it, under Knight’s orders. “I can’t even protect my circus members. Ian says we can’t give up. That we defeat him by staying, but how many more are going to die first?” 
“I know,” Fanny said, fretting her hands in the tail of her button up shirt. “It was a senseless death.”
“And I can’t prove a thing. All I have is Zuma’s testimony that Knight made a threat and she saw Sebastian outside her trailer that night,” Titus said.  
“But you can’t release that without putting Zuma in jeopardy,” Fanny said. They’d been through this dozens of times over the last few months, never finding a solution. 
“I know!” Titus said too loud and then grabbed the back of his neck which spasmed. “Ouch,” he said with a grimace. 
“Oh, look at what you’re doing to yourself,” Fanny said, stalking around the table dividing them. “Let me work on that for you.” The healer didn’t ask permission before laying her hands on Titus’s long neck. He instantly let out a groan of relief. 
“There’s so much abuse that the circus is having to endure. And he’s so good at his manipulation that I can’t prove anything. I even called the authorities about Knight’s kids,” Titus said, rolling his head around as Fanny massaged him from behind. 
Fanny’s hands paused on Titus’s neck. “You did what?” 
“I thought I could prove he’d kidnapped or enslaved them.” 
“What happened?” 
“The sheriff couldn’t find anything. The semis are all suitable living quarters now,” Titus said.  
“Where did those kids go?” Fanny asked, bemused. 
“I don’t know. They just disappeared one day.” 
Fanny shook her head before pressing her hands into Titus’s neck, massaging away the tension with the pressure and her healing ability. “Oh, I tried to help those kids. To get close to them, but the supervisors and surrogates kept them well-guarded.” 
“Well, they’re all gone now,” Titus said, blowing out a long breath, like the tension released from his neck was torture to let go of. “Only Knight, Sebastian, and Gwendolyn remain. And they keep creating problems I can’t fix. And the circus is doing well. Bringing in enough profits to flourish and yet the show we put on doesn’t promote the message Dave wanted.” 
“No, it doesn’t.” 
Titus tilted his neck to the side, allowing Fanny to work deeper into the muscles, his eyes closed. “If you want to start telling me how to do my job, then go ahead.” 
“Titus, we have to outmaneuver Knight and the only way to do that is to actually get one step ahead of him.” 
“How do I do that?” 
“You start by facing these fears. By summoning the strength I know resides in you,” Fanny said, her usually sweet words demanding.  
Titus reached up and laid his hand over Fanny’s, making her pause. “Thank you for believing in me. I don’t know where I’d be without you.” 
She looked down from her position standing behind Titus and smiled affectionately. “Well, I can believe in you all day long, but that does you no good if you don’t also believe in yourself.” 
Titus released her hand and swiveled the chair around so he was facing Fanny. She took a step back so they weren’t so close. “I’m working on it, Fanny. I’m not deserting the circus. I promise.” 
“Good.” 
“So I summon the strength to bring Knight down and then what?”  
“We make a plan,” Fanny said plainly, like it was as easy as making a grocery list. “One where we systematically take him down.” 
Titus sputtered out a long breath. “I’m a bit at a loss for what that will look like.” 
“Well, I might be able to help with that.”
Titus, who had averted his eyes, looked up at Fanny. “Oh really? Do tell.” 
She shook her head of soft graying curls. “It’s better if I wait. Ian’s given me instructions on the most effective way to disperse this information.”
“Fanny, you’re going to start keeping secrets from me?” Titus said, looking hurt. 
“I’m sorry to say, but I’ve been keeping this particular secret from you for a long time. Soon though, I’ll make things right by telling it,” Fanny said.  
“I hope you do. I hope Ian is setting this up right,” Titus said, stretching his back and neck.  
Fanny’s face fell with worry; it didn’t look right on her, like an angel crying. “Oh, me too. Everyone’s life is in that crew member’s hands.”
 



Chapter Forty-Six
Padmal narrowed her eyes toward the top of her foot before slipping a sock on it. The two-inch-long scar made her pulse with anger for the man who did it to her. The fibrous scar tissue was waxy in places and too thick in other places. Fanny had said healing the knife wound evenly was too tricky since the sharp knife struck through Padmal’s shoe. The speed and assault of the knife had forced the soft fabric of the sneaker into the wound, widening it. And Padmal was certain Nabhi only made the wound worse when he pulled the knife from her foot, although Fanny said that there was no right way to do it in that scenario. Now the girl was never going to be able to wear sandals without seeing the gross remains of her encounter with Knight. 
Padmal had thought she was going to come to respect Knight, but this just proved that there were no good men in the world. Even Oliver, who had once made her heart flutter at times, had lost favor with her. During the three weeks she’d been laid up in her bed, unable to walk properly, he hadn’t visited often enough for her liking. Only once every few days. He had used the excuse that reworking the circus to replace Jasmine had been taxing on him. And that he also had to replace Padmal in his magician act, which meant Sunshine was his new lovely assistant who he made disappear and reappear multiple times in multiple places inside the ring. Padmal didn’t like the idea that Sunshine was spending so much time with her Oliver. She saw the way the girl watched him. And on every occasion he visited he had little to say, always making the excuse that Jasmine’s death and all the negative events at the circus were weighing on him.
“She was a stupid acrobat,” Padmal had said to him one time. 
“We are a circus family and she was a part of it,” he said, his strange eyes not on her.
“We aren’t a family,” she said through clenched teeth. “And why should you care about the Afro?” 
“A girl died, Padmal. Mysteriously. Doesn’t that bother you?”
“She was sick,” Padmal said, disinterested.  
“It still doesn’t feel right,” Oliver said, shaking his head at her. 
“Look at me,” she ordered and he complied, pulling his heavy eyes to stare at her lying in her bed. She glared at his eyes, one green and the other brown. “Leave the circus with me. Let’s run away.” 
He narrowed his gaze at her. “I can’t. The people here need me. I can’t believe you’d abandon them after everything they’ve been through.” 
“My brothers seem to have no problem replacing me in the act so why should I care?” she said angrily.
“Padmal, they had to. You’re on bed rest until you’re healed. Do you think they want to do a two-person juggling act when the crowd expects three people?” 
“Get out,” she said, pointing to the door. “As long as you’re going to make excuses for other people I don’t want to speak to you.”
Oliver shook his head at her and turned to leave, not even caring to argue. 
He had only been gone for a few minutes when Sebastian showed up. Padmal had startled at the sight of the kid.
“What are you doing here?” she said with a sneer, remembering he’d stood by watching when Knight maimed her by having Gwendolyn take her powers.  Before that moment no one knew that was her power. Now everyone kept a distance from the redhead. 
“I just came to check on you to see how you were doing,” Sebastian said, pinning his straight black hair behind one of his Dumbo ears. 
“Why do you care how I’m doing?” 
He shrugged, his eyes on her foot. “Can I see your wound?” 
“What? Why?” 
“I wanted to see if it was healing all right.” He dropped his eyes with a rehearsed look. “I was worried about you when you were stabbed,” Sebastian lied. 
“Yeah, you had a funny way to show it.”
“So can I see your foot?” he said, bringing his eyes up to meet hers. There was a piercing quality in the way he looked at her, something dangerous. Padmal instantly realized she liked it. Liked the adrenaline that shot through her, telling her he was a bad boy not to be messed with. 
“Sure,” she said, leaning forward and pulling the tape from the bandage back to show a red gash sutured with black thread. It was black and blue in places and swollen around the stitches. 
Sebastian leaned forward, his eyes lighting up when they connected with the wound. He looked at Padmal and tilted his head to the side. “That must have hurt a lot,” he said, a tiny ounce of delight in his voice.
“It did,” she said, almost shivering from the way he looked at her. 
“Well, I hope you heal fast,” he said and then licked his thin lips and turned and left without a goodbye. 
Padmal slipped the bandage back into place, feeling goose bumps from her encounter with Sebastian. She was mistaking the crawling sensation on her skin for attraction and she was also mistaking his check-up on her as kindness. The truth was, on the long list of demented things about Sebastian, he had an obsession with looking at fresh wounds.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
The Pacific Ocean had always been just a few miles from Finley’s back, and yet he’d never had a real opportunity to study the magnificent body of water. A rare chance had presented itself to Finley and he stole it for himself, indulging in selfishness for the first time ever. He had one solid hour where he wasn’t required to practice with Zuma or run an “errand” for Knight or to serve his own needs. Finley’s long legs carried him farther and farther, a distance that most would consider driving, and then he found himself face to face with the navy blue waters of the Pacific Ocean. The clouds in Santa Barbara were low on that winter’s afternoon, reflecting back the water’s dark blue appearance. 
Finley kicked off his shoes once the pavement ended and the sand began. His feet sunk down two inches, the granules of soft earth bathing his skin in a cool warmth. He almost smiled at the feeling. To feel cool and warm at the same time. To feel smothered and also comforted. To feel planted firmly to the earth and also like he was sinking. And then Finley realized something and it made him stare down at his feet with a strange reverence. He’d never had his feet in the sand. Ever. He hadn’t been given the type of life where one indulges in weekend trips to the beach or pops over for a picnic. Finley was born a slave and had lived that life, without the experiences that so many people took for granted. His evenings had been spent lying on the pad in his cell, watching other children cry themselves to sleep. He had spent his free time doing strength training. And that time had been rare since Knight monopolized most of his time with teaching him everything he now knew.
The acrobat walked until the tide was only a few feet away. Finley considered going to the edge and allowing the ocean to lap up on his feet. He shook his head. Not today. Today he wanted to remember as the day he met the sand. Another day would maybe be reserved for meeting the waters of the Pacific. He shouldn’t overwhelm his senses or overwhelm the memories he was creating. 
Finley took a seat in the sand and immediately realized the stuff was going to be all over him. Such was sand. It found its way into every spot and liked to be carried away from the ocean, hiding in places to be discovered later. He looked down at the cuff of his jeans and realized sand had already adhered into the fabric and folds and would travel back to Vagabond Circus with him. 
The acrobat hadn’t been seated for more than a minute when a man came and sat next to him. A bit off put by the closeness of the sudden stranger, Finley turned and then realized it wasn’t an unknown person at all. 
“Did you follow me here?” he said to Ian, who had his long legs in front of him, his arms resting on them. 
Ian’s gaze was fixed on the waves rising and falling in front of him. He simply shook his head.
“Well, how did you know to find me here?” Finley said, studying Ian’s face. The man had a round face and reddish stubble had formed on his usually clean shaven chin. He was half Jewish and half Irish, which was where he got his curly blond hair and large build. Now he hardly remembered the mother who his appearance took after so much. Really he’d only gotten his once crooked teeth and wide nose from his father. 
Ian gave a dry laugh. “How did I know to find you here?” Another laugh. “I realize we haven’t known each other long, but unfortunately for you, I know you better than you’d like. I know everybody better than they’d like usually.” 
“So what, you saw a future where I came to this spot?” Finley said, crossing his legs tailor style in front of him. He hadn’t even known he was going to end up in that spot until he did.
“Yes, and I know what you’re eating for dinner and that you’ll accidentally stub your toe in the morning. Move that chair away from the side of your bed to avoid that,” Ian said, lisping through his braces. 
“Hmm,” Finley said, directing his gaze out to the ocean. It seemed to go on and on, like time itself, each second endlessly ticking by. 
“So, I’m sorry to interrupt your first real break in…well, forever, but I needed to tell you something,” Ian said. 
“You really do know everyone. Is that from seeing people’s futures?”
“I now see the past too. The past and future of everyone I’m connected to,” Ian said, his voice carrying stress in it. 
“What do you mean ‘now’? You didn’t used to?”
Ian nodded and squinted as his eyes swerved up, following the flight of a seagull. “My visions are increasing. Lacing together.”
“I wonder why?”
“It’s just the evolution of my type,” he said, thinking of his dead mother. Her visions had overwhelmed her at the end. However, it had taken longer for that to happen to her, since she knew fewer people than Ian. His involvement with Vagabond Circus had been a blessing and a curse. It had gotten him away from his Middling father, who never took the time to understand his son, the Dream Traveler. However, it had given Ian dozens and dozens of people to be connected to and therefore he was overwhelmed by the visions of their lives. His mother, who was mostly a recluse, didn’t take her life until she was thirty-five. Ian didn’t think he could wait another decade. 
“What do you have to tell me?” Finley said, not sure he wanted to know. 
“I have to share your fate with you. I’ve only ever shared this type of fate with other people twice and in each instance the results had assorted effects.” 
“Why are you making this sound like something major?” Finley said and took his eyes off the mesmerizing ocean to stare at the clairvoyant beside him. 
Ian only shrugged his shoulders. “It very well could be major. But for me to tell it to you I want your permission. I can’t share a future of this magnitude with someone without first being granted that.”
“Look, maybe you got it wrong this time. You’re acting like what you have to tell me can make a huge impact. If you’ve seen my past and my future then you know that I’m not some great hero with the ability to make changes. I’m going to live and I’m going to die, and unlike Dave or most people at Vagabond Circus, I’m not full of some greatness,” Finley said, and realized he had directed a fair amount of the anger he’d harbored recently at the guy beside him. 
“Most people aren’t destined for greatness, Finley,” Ian said, irritation in his voice. His once pleasant manner was gone, washed away by the ever-increasing visions of other people’s futures. “Most people aren’t going to go on to live great lives. They are just mediocre. They will love and be loved, but do nothing of significance. Still they are important in their mere role to just survive life.” Ian realized this was different than what most people had been taught. Not Finley, as he’d only been taught how to survive with a beautiful agility. However, most people are told they are special. That they are unique and adding something special to the world. And in Finley’s case this was actually true. “But you,” he said, pointing directly at Finley, “you, I believe could actually be destined for greatness.” 
Finley regarded him with a skeptical glare. “Then why do you say it like it’s a curse?”
“Because usually greatness is achieved alone and takes an incredible sacrifice. Those who achieve greatness lose much in the process, which is why few actually obtain it,” Ian said.  
“And you see a future where I obtain greatness? Where I do great things?”
“No,” Ian said, his tone dropping into one of regret. “I actually see one where you fail. Where you stop just short of your goals. Where you die.”
“What? Why?”
“Because you’re unwilling to make the ultimate sacrifice,” Ian said, and the last two words he said with a strange bit of drama.  
“What? How is dying not the ultimate sacrifice?”
Ian gave a small sadistic smile. “Oh, that’s no sacrifice at all. Leaving this world is usually a relief, I believe.”
“Then what’s the ultimate sacrifice?” Finley asked. 
“Love, of course.”
“What? You mean like giving your heart to someone?”
“No, I mean the opposite,” Ian said. “It is usually easy for people to love a person. Natural. We are born to love one another. A sacrifice is made when we turn our backs on love. When we deprive ourselves and others of what we need to thrive.”
“I have been depriving myself,” Finley said through clenched teeth, thinking of how many times he’d looked at Zuma with scornful eyes and a burning desire in his heart.
“Oh yes, I’m fully aware,” Ian said, his mind spinning with too many futures. They were shifting though.  But would what he was about to say change them enough? Would it bring about the future he told to Dave, the one where Zuma was actually given happiness? “However, in the future you aren’t so restrained. You do something to protect her, because your love is so strong for her.” 
“You mean Zuma? I protect her? And it gets me killed?” Finley said, looking without seeing, his mind blanketed by the idea of this future. 
“Exactly,” Ian said. His eyes also weren’t focused on the physical world, but rather watching the visions streaming through his head. 
“But if I don’t protect her, then what happens to her?” Finley said. 
“That is something I don’t know since it’s not what you do in the future. All I know is that if you step in, then you die.” 
“And if I don’t then I leave her to fend for herself, don’t I? I leave her in danger,” Finley said. 
“Yes, the ultimate sacrifice for you will be to turn your back on her when she needs you most,” Ian said. 
“Why are you telling me this? I didn’t think you told people how to avoid death.”
“I’m telling you because if you die, then the greatness you could do will too,” Ian said and then leaned in close, too close, to Finley. “I fear if you die, then Vagabond Circus does too. That is what I see as of now.” 
“Okay, tell me what I must do then,” Finley said. 
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
Jack’s hands were white under the weight of his body. Both were pinned on either rail beside him. 
“Come on pretty boy. It’s fairly simple. Babies can do it, put one foot in front the other,” Sunshine said, standing at the far end of the rails.
Jack bit down on his lip and willed his foot to rise the same way he had in his dream travel.
The foot remained cemented to the ground. “I-I-I,” Jack stuttered. 
“Say you can’t and I’m going to push you down and walk away. You’ll remain there until you figure out how to get up or wait for Fanny to return,” she said.  
“Seriously, Sunny, I’m never going to do this if you’re so soft on me,” he said through tattered breaths, his face red with focus. 
And then something ever so slight sprung to Sunshine’s face but she corrected herself before it fully developed. How stupid she would have felt if that smile had fully unfurled. “Look, I only signed up to help you with this physical therapy because watching an acrobat struggle seems like a brilliant way to spend my time.” 
“That’s sweet, but I think I prefer Fanny a bit more for these PT sessions,” Jack said.  
“And she’d be here if the crew wasn’t killing each other with fist fights.” 
Jack grimaced. “This is all Knight’s damn fault,” he said, and his foot floated up an inch. The space below it felt like a million miles from earth. He looked up at Sunshine with astonishment and then lost his balance on the unsteady supporting foot. His weight shifted and his leg buckled under him and Jack slipped down, his arm catching the rail as his tail bone hit the ground. “Dammit!” he said, looking up at Sunshine as he untangled his arms from the railing. 
“That was pretty ungraceful, Mr. Trapeze. At this pace you won’t be catching Finley doing the quadruple in this lifetime. But don’t worry. He’s taken over catching since Jaz was murdered. He and pink streak are quite romantic as a flying trapeze act. Does it bother you that he catches your fiancée while you lie around?”
Jack narrowed his eyes at the girl, feeling lame looking up at her. “Don’t joke about Jaz.” 
“I’m not joking, Jack. I’m angry as hell about it. That could have been me or you or Oliver. And it still could be. The man has to be stopped.” 
“How do we do that when he has Sebastian mysteriously kill people who resist his power?” Jack said.  
From the doorway, Zuma said, “I’ve got some ideas.” She’d been there longer than she was going to admit. The two had been so focused on each other that they didn’t notice her there. 
“Well, speaking of your sweetie,” Sunshine said, crossing her arms in front of her and lowering her chin. 
“How long were you going to let him sit there?” Zuma said, walking over to Jack and taking the spot behind him. “On the count of three,” she said and hooked her arms under his armpits. “One. Two. Three.” And then she pulled him up using his help until he was standing again. She didn’t release him until he had his hands firmly pinned on the rails. 
Sunshine watched all this with a quiet hostility. “I actually had no plan of helping him up. That will teach him not to fall in the future.” 
Zuma shook her head at the girl and then came around to face Jack. “Are you all right?” she said. 
He nodded, his forehead beaded with sweat. “Mostly,” he said. 
“Well, I can take over, Sunshine,” Zuma said, not looking at the girl, her eyes firmly on Jack, who was building up his confidence again. 
“Thought you had practice with Fin,” Sunshine said, not having moved. 
“He cut it short,” Zuma said. 
Sunshine didn’t leave, but rather kept her curious eyes on Zuma’s back. “Say, Z, why don’t you tell me something else about Finley, like what you all did while you were rescuing Jack?” Sunshine said.  Between sessions with Jack and meals with Finley she knew most of what happened after Dave’s death. And she knew what they weren’t telling her too. What the three acrobats were lying about. 
Zuma whipped around, her eyes red. “I don’t think that’s your business and right now I’m trying to work with Jack.” Zuma paused her gaze on Sunshine. The empath had a cunning look on her face. “What?” Zuma said. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
“Oh, no reason,” Sunshine said with a nonchalant shrug. “And please continue. I want to watch Jack fall again.” 
“You’re a real sweetheart,” he said and blew out a breath. 
“You can do this, Jack,” Zuma said. 
He nodded and then closed his eyes to visualize. “Give me a minute, please.”
“You know he’s only mean to you to keep you at a distance,” Sunshine said to Zuma. 
“What?” she said. “Jack isn’t mean to me.” 
Sunshine rolled her eyes. “No, blondie, I wasn’t talking about Jack. By cut your practice short did you mean Fin was tired of giving you the cold shoulder?” 
“Sunshine, don’t,” Zuma said, realizing Sunshine was rummaging through her emotions which were sitting on the surface, fresh and raw from stifling too many tears related to Jasmine and Finley and everything that was wrong at Vagabond Circus. 
“He doesn’t hate you,” Sunshine said when Zuma turned back to look at Jack, who still had his eyes closed and seemed to have tuned the girls out. 
“I know that!” Zuma snapped. “Would you shut up?” 
“He’s in love with you,” Sunshine said, a teasing tone in her voice. 
Zuma spun around fully and faced Sunshine. “Stop it,” she said, tears on the edge of her voice, but this reaction made Sunshine appear way too pleased to consider stopping. 
“And you’re in love with Finley,” Sunshine stated. 
“I am not. I’m in love with Jack,” Zuma said. 
“Oh, you and Jack care about each other, but you aren’t in love,” Sunshine said and turned her gaze to Jack, whose eyes had just sprung open. “That’s right, lover boy, I know you two are faking it. So now I want to know why.” 
Zuma looked at Jack, whose arms were slightly shaking from the effort of supporting most of his body weight. She then turned back to Sunshine. “It was a lie that got out of control.” 
“Oh, well how much longer are you both going along with it?” Sunshine asked.  
“It doesn’t really matter right now!” Zuma yelled. “There’s other bigger concerns, like helping Jack walk. So if you wouldn’t mind…”
Sunshine waved her off. “Please continue. I’ll shush for the moment.” 
“Thank God.” Zuma turned back to Jack. “You ready?” 
He shook his head. “No, I need a break actually.”
Zuma nodded and grabbed the wheelchair to the side and placed it behind Jack and then hooked her hands under his armpits again, helping him to sit back into the chair. 
“Quitter,” Sunshine said, giving him a repulsed look before stalking out of the trailer. 
Jack looked up at Zuma standing behind him. “Thanks, Z.” 
“Anytime,” she said and leaned down and kissed his sweaty forehead. 
He then looked at the door which had just closed. “She’s delightful, isn’t she?” 
“Yeah, a real ray of sunshine,” Zuma said dryly. 
He laughed at this as Zuma came to rest her elbows on the railing beside Jack. “So I’ve been putting a plan together for taking Knight and his minions down.” 
Jack raised a cautious eyebrow at his friend. “Zuma, you can’t be serious?” 
“Of course I am,” she said.  
“You know how dangerous that is. What if he finds out? He will have you murdered too.” 
“Then what’s the alternative? Just allow him to control us? Ruin us?” 
Jack slipped his hand on Zuma’s arm. “I can’t lose you too. The circus can’t lose you.” 
She picked up her other hand and placed it over Jack’s as a tear peeked out of her eye. “I’m not going anywhere but I have to do something.” 
“Let Titus do it.” 
Zuma then looked up from where her haunted eyes were resting on their clasped hands. “We are working on it together.” And there was a hint of pride in her voice. “We don’t know how it will all work but Ian is helping.” 
Jack nodded, his eyes distant. “I want to do more.” 
“And you will.” 
“Is that what Ian says? Am I going to walk again?”  Jack hadn’t had a chance to speak to the crew member. 
Zuma gave him a remorseful look. “I don’t know. He won’t say.” 
“Oh,” Jack said, disappointment oozing from his tone. 
“But you need to keep trying. And there’s something else I want you to work on.”
“What’s that?” he said with a sideways look. 
“Drawing out your other dream travel gift that you have.”  
He blew out a sigh. “I’ve tried, Z. Maybe Dave was wrong and I’m not electrokinetic.” 
“When was Dave ever wrong?” she challenged. “If he thought that skill was dormant within you then he had to be right. And I think it could come in handy.”
“Handy? Like a pair of pliers? Great, I’ll be handy in the battle to take Knight down,” Jack said.  
She shook her head at him but smiled still. “I mean handy like a Taser gun.”
“Now you’re talking,” he said. 
“Just promise me you’ll work on it.”
“Yeah, sure,” he said as the door at her back opened. 
A kind face poked in and paused. Benjamin’s brown eyes brightened at the sight of Zuma. “Am I interrupting? Fanny sent me back to grab some books but told me not to interrupt your PT session, Mr. Fuller.” 
Jack waved the boy in. “Not at all. Grab your books.” 
Benjamin’s face lightened with a smile that was without a single restriction. 
“Actually, Benjamin, I’m glad you came in when you did,” Zuma said. 
“You are?” he said and his freckled face flushed red. 
“Yes,” Zuma said, also waving him in and over. “We were discussing a plan for getting the bad guys away from Vagabond Circus.”
“You mean that mean man, the new ringmaster?” Benjamin said, his smile falling.
“Yes,” Zuma said. “And I want you to help, but to do so you’re going to have to keep a lot of secrets. Can you do that?” 
Benjamin looked at Jack and then Zuma. “Will what I do make Fanny happy again? Take that worried look off her face?” 
Zuma nodded confidently. “It will help everyone. It will save Vagabond Circus.” 
“Then absolutely!” the boy said.
 
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
“I hear this show gets into your bones,” Gretchen Roberts said to her companion. They sat in the front row in the big top. “Oh, look,” she said, pointing at the entrance. “Liam Williams is here.” That actor, Mr. Williams, had won the Academy Award for Best Actor the year prior. 
The entire tent was quickly filling with actors and actresses and their husbands or wives. Children were hardly in attendance since Vagabond Circus was quickly getting the reputation for being un-kid-friendly. 
“My agent saw this circus in San Francisco. He said the show gave him nightmares for a whole week,” Doris Flanagan said from three rows from the front. She had just finished an acclaimed role where she played Margaret Thatcher.
Never before had the circus performed for so many well-known people at once. Even the last show in San Francisco, which was performed for the President of the United States and the First Man, didn’t have the anticipation that this one did. Zuma watched from the back curtain as the tent filled, her eidetic memory cataloging the faces. She was fine with performing for whomever, but she didn’t like how this elite feel was taking the circus away from the very people it was originally supposed to entertain: the non-believers. It had been months since an overworked middle-class cynic sat in their audience. These people were thrill seekers, not ones who had lost their faith in magic and needed it restored. 
Zuma turned from the curtain to find Finley a few feet away, watching her. The show had been rearranged due to Jack’s absence and Jasmine’s death. The duo now performed six times in each show. Double what they used to do. But they did it without complaint and also without speaking. The pair had mastered the art of working silently, reading each other’s movements and making the alterations they judged necessary. Their muscles spoke to each other. Their eyes wrestled with one another’s. But they hardly ever had reason to speak. Finley held his hand out to her and Zuma knew he was urging her to take their place for the first act. Just then she heard Knight announcing the circus. 
After the lions charged the front row, Zuma and Finley would make their first appearance of the night. She laid her hand in his, softly, so they were barely touching. Finley directed her to the area by the side curtain. Zuma relied on him since it was pitch black, but Finley could always see fine no matter how much light. Zuma felt her long white train brushing the ground behind her. The story for the circus was still the same: she was still a girl unable to experience the night at her father’s insistence, but one evening she escaped and met the monsters of the dark. However, Knight had made it more nightmarish and less of a love story. In the end, she falls for Finley, the diabolical monster, but just when she gives her heart to him he does the unspeakable. 
Finley paused at the crack in the curtain just as Oliver made the lions appear in the center of the ring. The crowd of famous people gasped. One screamed. Finley gave Zuma a look she could barely see in the dark; she could only make out the whites of his lonely eyes. Then he pulled down the horned mask that covered half his face and she turned her gaze away, knowing she couldn’t really see him anyway, not when he wore the mask. 
***
By the finale of the show everyone in the crowd was perched on the edge of their cushioned seat. Some had left the show early, unable to deal with the dark images Oliver was forced to conjure, or they were afraid they’d feel the heat of Sunshine’s flame. Those who remained were mesmerized by the show, like a car accident they couldn’t look away from. 
The greenish lights illuminated, showing Zuma crouched in the middle of the ring. She and Finley had already performed the duo on the wire, which involved flips and leaps that had threatened each acrobat with too many potential life-altering falls. Still they landed with a practiced grace. Then Finley had disappeared. Teleported out of the ring, leaving Zuma’s character alone. She searched the ring, which was decorated like a haunted forest, for the monster she believed she loved. Finley then appeared wearing a neon green body suit lined with sequins that made him resemble a serpent. He sped forward as Zuma’s ballet-slippered feet brought her backwards. As rehearsed, she stumbled and just as she fell back he slipped a hand behind her, catching the girl, then he slung her into his arms and spun her around. It was a beautiful blur of movements. The couple fell into an alluring tango of actions. And just as he went to shove her away from him Zuma slipped a hand across his cheek, making the monster straighten, fear oozing off his masked face. Then he disappeared again, teleporting to the back stage. 
Several times during the final act Finley disappeared, leaving Zuma to spin and leap around the forest. And then she grabbed the silver rings hanging from the ceiling, the ones Knight had bent from a pole before the audience’s eyes. She gripped one and pulled herself up, manipulating her body into a series of graceful poses. But never did she stay in a position long because the bolts of fire Sunshine sent in her direction always made it necessary to seek refuge in another place in the ring. 
And then at long last, when most audience members’ adrenal glands were ready to explode, Finley appeared behind a tree made by a crew member. He caught Zuma from behind. She spun to face him, desire and longing radiating off her. He spun her around like a prize he had finally allowed himself to have as the eerie music grew in intensity. He tossed her in the air and teleported in time to catch the girl as she leaped. He spun her around against him, then as the pair faced each other he withdrew something from his back. She stood staring at him, her character vibrating with anticipation of the kiss she knew was about to grace her. Finley slid his leg behind her, encouraging her back into a low dip. The tip of his mask sunk down low close to Zuma’s face. Her arms flung back like the wings of a bird, her position communicating to the audience her complete submission to the monster. 
Once, twice, three times he slid the long tip of the nose of his mask against her face. Every eye in the big top was large. And everyone’s heart beat with a strange foreboding. Zuma then grabbed his face to encourage the kiss she knew was about to happen. And just then Finley reared back, holding the long silver dagger high in the air directed at his partner’s chest. And the lights faded to black. 
There was never a standing ovation after the finale like there used to be. The acrobats didn’t bow to a crowd of glistening faces and large smiles. With Finley directing them through the dark, they disappeared behind the curtain. Then the audience straggled out, speechless and changed by the show they witnessed.
 



Chapter Fifty
The Vagabond Circus didn’t have a party after the performance for the movie stars in Santa Barbara. They stopped having those parties a month ago. No one really saw the reason for celebrating. Yes, they performed in a successful show. One that was sold out in every city. One that stunned audiences. However, it didn’t serve the purpose that it used to. Knight said they were free to leave or do as they pleased, and although they knew they were prisoners as long as they stayed, no one left. 
“There they are,” a man said as Zuma and Finley exited the big top after the show, both side by side and also a million miles apart. They were still in costume. Finley gave the man who approached them a protective stare. The man was dressed in a black suit with a blue tie. Beside him was Titus, who had an unusually positive look on his face. 
“Hello, my name is—”
“Robert Johnson,” Zuma said, cutting the man off. Everyone knew the actor. He had starred in hundreds of movies and was now also a film producer. 
“Exactly,” he said, shaking Finley’s hand. Then he took Zuma’s and kissed it softly. 
“Mr. Johnson was extremely impressed with your performances tonight,” Titus said, a glint of pride in his eyes. He wore his hands clasped behind his back. 
“I was,” the man said, letting Zuma’s hand go. Finley was afraid that the attention of this star would make Zuma blush, as it would with most girls. He was relieved to find her face impassive. She seemed to be studying the man’s slicked back black hair and full features like a detective, no attraction on her face. “I have a film series I’m looking to produce. A six-part series actually,” Mr. Johnson said. “And I was thinking the two of you would be perfect for the lead roles. You have an incredible chemistry and the right athletic skills.” 
“We aren’t actors,” Zuma said in response to this. 
“You could have fooled me,” the man said with a laugh, looking at Titus, who laughed too. “That was an incredible show of acting. And to be able to communicate words and emotions like you two did without saying a word, well, there are few in Hollywood as skilled as you.” 
“I’m not sure I understand what you’re offering us,” Finley said, and Zuma then felt something catch inside her chest. She realized it was the first time she’d heard him speak in a long time. Too long. His voice was fresh water to her parched throat. She looked at him then and realized he had his tentative eyes on her, sensing her tension mount. He could always read Zuma. 
“I’m offering you a chance in my movie,” the producer said with a smile in his voice. “I mean there’s a process and if you got the part, then the other movies wouldn’t be guaranteed, but they might.” 
Zuma shook her head, which was heavy with braids and the jewels fastened in various places. “But we’d have to leave Vagabond Circus.”
The man nodded. “I’m afraid you would, but you might find it worth your departure from such a great organization. I think I could make it worth your while.” 
“But we can’t—”
“Zuma,” Titus said, an influencing tone in his voice, “Mr. Johnson is offering you a chance to audition for major Hollywood parts. For the both of you, Finley and yourself, to star in up to six films.”  
“And who knows the opportunities available to you after that,” Mr. Johnson said, reaching into his breast pocket and withdrawing two cards. 
“But we’d have to leave Dave’s circus and our family here,” Zuma said to Titus.
“But you and Finley would be away from here. Jack could go with you when he’s strong enough. Think of the influence you could make on the big screen. That’s what you want to do, to inspire, right? And you’d be safe,” Titus said. 
The Hollywood producer gave a curious look at the mention of safety, but before he could offer any more encouragement Knight appeared from seemingly nowhere. The night was dark and Zuma had sensed a person approaching. Finley, who could see well in the dark, knew it was Knight. But the other two men appeared almost startled when the tall man invaded the circle, his frame towering over the group. Robert Johnson was startled because that was the effect Knight had with his strange appearance. Titus was startled because he knew Knight and what he would think of this conversation. 
“Robert, thank you for accepting my invitation tonight,” Knight said, offering the man his hand. “I hope you enjoyed the show.” 
He took his hand and shook it, smiling. “I did indeed. Thank you.” 
Knight then turned his attention on Finley and then Zuma; both had their gazes on the ground, knowing better than to look at the ringmaster. “Two things,” he said, hissing on the last word. “The first is Zuma, I do believe I just heard you refer to this as Dave’s circus.” 
“I misspoke,” she said. “What I meant to say—”
“I think you said exactly what you meant to say, but wouldn’t have dared to speak so plainly if you knew I was listening,” Knight said, the menace heavy in his tone. 
“I’m sure Ms. Zanders meant no harm,” Robert dared to speak up, to protect Zuma, sensing she was about to be punished in some way. 
Knight revolved slowly, like a cobra finding a better source for its attention, until he was facing Robert. “And secondly, Robert, I did not invite you to my circus so you could pilfer and steal my best performers. I invited you here so you could help promote my circus through your channels.” 
“But Knight,” Titus said, his voice almost a whisper, his eyes on Robert. “You said that if the performers stuck with you that there would be opportunities. You said that in Los Angeles you’d help by showing them off to directors and producers, like Robert.” 
“I did,” Knight said, looking at Titus with a sinister stare, his voice much louder. “And I meant it.” He turned to the actor. “Recruit the jugglers, the magician, the other stars in the show, but these two aren’t up for grabs.” He then looked at Finley. “Ever,” he said, drawing out the word.
“Shouldn’t that be their decision to make? Titus tells me they aren’t under contract,” Robert said. 
“Yes, it should be,” Knight said, his seething stare flipping to Titus before turning back to Finley and then Zuma. “Tell me, acrobats, do you want to go off together, abandoning your commitment to Vagabond Circus to make movies? Or would you rather stay here where you know you will be safe and with the people you care for and therefore want to keep safe and healthy?” 
Finley only nodded. But Zuma, realizing the threat and instantly worried for her circus family, said, “Yes, I want to stay.” She then looked at the outsider. “Thank you for your offer but we aren’t interested in leaving, Mr. Johnson.” 
Robert gave a discouraged look to Titus before nodding to the girl. “Very well,” he said and handed a thick ivory white business card to her. “In case you change your mind.” 
She took the card, her eyes low. He then offered it to Finley, but the acrobat knew better and simply shook his head.
“Well, I think that settles it,” Knight said, his eyes on the card in Zuma’s fingers, seeming to burn it with his gaze. “Robert, why don’t I escort you to the exit,” he said and turned and strode in the opposite direction.
 



Chapter Fifty-One 
The day after Vagabond Circus performed for the A-list celebrities there was no change in morale. Padmal was well enough to perform with her brothers but the boys still hung their heads low, depression heavy in their every move. At lunch the next day, Oliver pushed his tofu and penne around in its Alfredo sauce with no interest in actually eating the overly abused morsels of food. Sunshine was absent as she was most days, spending her extra hours to relieve Fanny or work with Jack. 
“If everyone is miserable then why are we sticking around to endure this abuse?” Padmal said from her place next to Oliver. 
He turned to her, irritation in his every movement. “Ian told us we shouldn’t leave.” 
“Who cares what that idiot said,” Padmal griped. “Have you seen that guy? He looks awful these days. I wouldn’t follow his advice.” 
“Ian is under as much stress as the rest of us. Look around, Padmal, everyone looks awful,” Nabhi said. 
“None of you were stabbed in the foot,” she said, leaning across the table. “You all have nothing to complain about.” 
“Oh, that’s right, your woes are worse than everyone else’s, I completely forgot,” Nabhi said, not backing down but rather leaning in, creating a stare-off with his sister. 
“Nab,” Haady said, placing his hand on his brother’s shoulder. 
To everyone’s surprise Nabhi shrugged him off with a sharp movement. “No, this little princess once again thinks she suffers more than the rest of us, and I’m about tired of it. Look, Padmal, we all get the headaches. While you were lying around recovering for months, we all were performing in this demonic circus. We’ve seen firsthand and continuously the cruelty, and we aren’t going anywhere. But if you want to leave, then by all means. Haady and I can obviously handle the act without you.” 
Padmal whipped around and faced Oliver, who had his head down and almost no attention on the argument going on in front of him. His mind was preoccupied with Ian’s advice. Was now the time to break things off with Padmal? Ian said he’d know. That he wouldn’t be able to take it any longer.
“Oliver,” Padmal said, her tone demanding. 
Like a sloth moving, he lifted his gaze to meet hers. “What?” he said, pushing his loose black hair off his forehead. His Mohawk wasn’t stiff and sticking straight up like usual. It did have streaks of green in it now though. 
“Leave this stupid circus with me. I can’t take being here any longer,” she said.  
Oliver ran his tired eyes over Padmal’s beige skin. She was like the desert, beautifully smooth and elegant and also harsh. No, he wasn’t at the breaking point yet. He actually looked at her and still felt the initial draw. Maybe he even still loved her. 
“No,” he said in his scratchy voice. “I don’t want to leave.”
“Are you freaking kidding me?” she said, banging her tiny fist on the table in front of them. 
“You’re overworked, doing three times as many illusions each show. How can you want to keep doing this?”
“Because I believe Ian. He’s never been wrong. And if he says us staying saves Dave’s circus, then I’m staying. I have to…that man rescued me from the streets,” Oliver said, still remembering the day so clearly in his head. After that day Oliver was never hungry. Never cold. Never lonely. 
Padmal blew out an annoyed breath. “He cursed you. He cursed us all.” 
“You know nothing about being cursed,” Finley said from his place at the end of the table. He sat there at every meal and most of the time the freaks forgot he was present. He was always silent. So to hear Finley speak then brought everyone’s attention at the table to him. His eyes were on the plate in front of him. 
“Oh, and you do?” Padmal said. “You’re Knight’s prodigy and you didn’t even tell us.” 
“He owes us nothing,” Haady said. 
“Whatever. I don’t care if you all want to stay and support this nightmare of a circus. I’m leaving. I’m getting as far away from this corrupt organization as possible,” Padmal said.  
“What was that?” Sebastian’s voice was heard first and then he materialized between Nabhi and Haady, standing dangerously close behind them. “You’re not planning on leaving, are you, Padmal?” the boy said, a crazed look in his dark eyes. 
“Well, actually I was,” Padmal said.  
“That would make Knight very unhappy. He doesn’t like it when people leave him. You realize I will have to share this with him,” Sebastian said.  
“Why will he care what I do? He had Gwendolyn nearly kill me,” Padmal said. 
Sebastian clicked his tongue. “No, if he wanted you dead, well…I don’t sense he has that kind of ill will toward you. But I really think you should stay at the circus.” 
“Why is that?” she said.  
“Because your act involves knives and they are dangerous. The idea that one could slip and cut one of you creating a nasty wound…” Then Sebastian shook his head like shaking away the fantasy. “Well, that would be simply awful. But the element of danger. That’s nice. So don’t leave, Padmal.” 
She half smiled at the boy who stood a lethal distance from her brothers. Padmal was certain Sebastian enjoyed her act and was impressed with how skilled she was to juggle with knives. Sebastian in actuality was looking forward to one of the three slipping up again and being impaled by a blade. He could hardly wait to see the nasty wound it caused. 
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
“You know what’s the most boring thing in the world?” Sunshine said, twirling her long black hair around her finger until it reached the black polished nail. 
“I’m sure it has something to with watching my attempts to walk,” Jack said as sweat trickled into his eyes. He pushed his head into his shoulder to blot the dampness. His arms were the only thing holding him upright. His hands were again pressed against the rails on either side of him. Their length five long feet. Five feet he wanted to walk. Needed to. 
“Actually it’s not, but that just proves how inflated your ego is,” Sunshine said with an indignant sigh. “The most boring thing in the world is counting objects, which is why people do it to fall asleep. Sheep, stars, leprechauns, you know.”
“Who counts leprechauns to drift off?” Jack asked, sucking in a deep breath and focusing on lifting his foot off the ground. 
Sunshine shrugged from her place in front of Jack. “I don’t know, people. But watching your poor attempt at walking is definitely the second most boring thing.” 
“Thanks, Sunshine,” Jack said. Every day he had multiple PT sessions and at least once a day Sunshine commented on his insufficient attempts to walk. It was actually only in sessions with her that he raised his foot off the ground, and he was guessing it was because he wanted to thrust it at her. 
“You know, if a foal doesn’t walk minutes after birth it’s considered worthless,” Sunshine said matter-of-factly. 
Jack brought his focus up to Sunshine. Narrowed his eyes. “I guess that makes me worthless.” 
Again she shrugged. “Your words, not mine.” Her long finger was wrapped in her black hair, making it look like a finger puppet. He regarded her for a long few seconds. She had such an exotic look. One he never thought he’d appreciate but many things in his life had shifted. He wasn’t the star of a circus anymore. He also didn’t pity himself anymore or spend hours consumed with anxiety due to the constant comparisons he made of himself to his brothers. Jack spent his hours training as he had done before the accident but every moment was a humble beginning. Each hour was an observation of his thoughts with a deliberate focus to hunt for the ones that didn’t serve him and destroy them. Then he thought new thoughts. Powerful thoughts. Positive ones. Ones that he swore the last time he looked in the mirror had changed his eyes. Now he looked like a new version of himself. A better one.
“You do realize that foals aren’t broken at birth? They are designed to walk,” he said. 
“I’m sorry, did I just hear an excuse for why you can’t take a silly step?” Sunshine said. 
“No,” Jack said, clenching his jaw as he took in a breath. I don’t make excuses anymore, he thought to himself. 
Sunshine blew out a bored breath and gave her attention to the tangle now arranged on her finger. She tugged and her hair caught in several places. “Well, don’t fall now, looks like I’m all tied up and won’t be able to catch you if you do,” she said. 
“You never catch me,” Jack said, his head filling with heat. Air brushed under his foot as it hovered a foot off the ground. He didn’t take that moment to celebrate but rather kept his motivation going. “You only ever let me fall,” he said and brought the foot forward and then down.
Sunshine’s eyes flew up like she wasn’t sure what she’d just seen out of the corner of her vision. And she wasn’t sure but she knew Jack had moved. She froze and kept her posture unaffected. “Why would I catch you? That won’t teach you a damn thing,” she said, her eyes on Jack’s other foot. The left had risen in the air but not quite enough. Still it shuffled forward, his hands moving down the railing as he did.
“I don’t need you to teach me anything, Sunshine,” Jack said, a warm ferocity in his voice. Again his right leg, stronger than the left, lifted his foot and this time he took a proper stride forward. 
“Oh yeah?” Sunshine said, her eyes wide on Jack’s legs, her voice sounding bored. 
“Yeah,” he said, real conviction in the one word. “I already know how…” He took a step. Ever so small with the left. “To,” he sputtered out, his breath hot. Jack took another step, this one almost strong. “Walk,” he said, completing the sentence. And this last step brought him to the end of the railing so he was inches from Sunshine. 
A smile like no one had ever seen blossomed on her face. Sunshine beamed at Jack, a real excitement finally spilling out of her. “I see that you do,” she said and felt the muscles in her face do something she was so unaccustomed to. But looking at the awed look on Jack’s face only made the smile widen. His expression spoke beautifully of his struggle and pride at conquering those five feet. 
“Sunshine,” he said, breathless, his hands shaking. 
She thought he’d say something like “I did it!” 
Instead he said, “When you smile…” 
“Yes?” she said.
Jack’s arms went wobbly under him. 
Sunshine found her arms reaching out but wouldn’t allow herself to connect with him to actually be his support. And then Jack slipped down, landing on his bottom as he had so many times before. He looked up at Sunshine. 
“Well, that was a hell of a way to end that,” she said dryly. 
He shook his head at her. “Thanks.”
She looked down at him, the smile gone but still lingering in her green eyes. “Nice job, Jack. That was actually quite the sight to see.” 
“Are you afraid you’re going to explode now?” he said, breathless.
“From giving you that one compliment?” She shrugged. “Yeah, I might.” She reached out her hands to him and he wrapped his fingers around them. 
“You know what, Sunshine?” 
She hauled him upright, directing his hands to the rails on either side of him. When he was in place she looked at him. “What?” 
He took a deep breath and brought his hopeful eyes up. “When you smile, you’re radiant.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Wordlessly Zuma and Finley practiced in the middle of the ring. It had come to be known by some of the other performers and crew members of Vagabond Circus as a beautiful arrangement. Their silence was poetic and mysterious. Some assumed that Finley had opened a telepathic link in his head and that’s how he and Zuma communicated. Others rumored that the girl was so pained by the loss of her acrobat friend Jaz that she refused to get close to another ever again. Still all were struck by how they worked together silently, seeming to communicate without saying a word. When Zuma showed up, they rehearsed, their bodies seeming to talk as they danced beside one another. She might shake her head at something and then they would pause and reconvene. Finley might nod and they would continue with that same rehearsed movement. And when he walked away, the practice was over. No “goodbye.” No “good job.” Just two broken hearts forced to work together, while also drifting apart.
Sunshine watched from the practice tent. She and she alone knew exactly how the acrobats felt about each other. It almost made her feel sorry for them, but she knew that pity was never helpful. Fanny’s kids, Benjamin, Tiffany, and Emily, didn’t feel sorry for Zuma and Finley at all. They watched from the bleachers in awe. The girls wanted to be Zuma and Benjamin wanted to be Finley. The naïve children had no idea they were witnessing scorned hearts; they thought it was the magic of Vagabond Circus and that’s why they couldn’t look away. 
“We aren’t going to be able to do lessons in here if you three won’t pay attention,” Fanny said from her place sitting in front of the three kids. They usually did their lessons outside to give Jack a quiet place to rest when he needed it. However, it was raining in Santa Barbara, which was why they found themselves under the big top where distractions abounded. “Benjamin, I want you to read the paragraph on page one-twenty-six out loud for us all to hear,” Fanny said.  
Benjamin found it difficult to pull his eyes off the dancing duo, but managed, bringing his gaze down to the history book nestled in his lap. Actually, all over the big top it was difficult for crew members and practicing performers not to devote some of their attention to Finley and Zuma, since they exuded magic. It was real, intoxicating, and it made Charles Knight utterly livid. 
The owner of Vagabond Circus sat in the front row staring at the practicing duo. He hardly left them alone during their practices, as he was constantly making alterations to their act, making it more dangerous, more provocative. Sebastian sat on Knight’s right, his eyes cast down low. The boy didn’t like spending hours watching the acrobats. It made his head burn with fire. Gwendolyn, on Knight’s left, enjoyed it very much. She wanted to be Zuma in the act, to drift closer and further away from Finley with her graceful movements. She wanted to feel his hands on her waist as he effortlessly lifted her in the air. She’d arch her back like a swan, and he’d flow all around her like a pond.
“Stop,” Knight said, and immediately Zuma and Finley froze in mid-step, knowing he was speaking to them. However, everyone else in the big top momentarily halted as well, giving as much attention as would be allowed to Knight and his acrobats. “Zuma, you need to move faster. You’re slowing down that part of the act with your inefficient movements.”
The girl’s eyes were cast down low, although she was facing Knight. She didn’t say a word, merely nodded. 
Knight stood and said, “Look at me.”
Zuma, having been reprimanded and punished multiple times for looking at Knight, didn’t comply. No one in the circus was allowed to look at him directly. She was afraid this was a trick. 
“I said look at ME!” Knight said, booming on the last word. 
Slowly, hesitantly, she brought her large brown eyes up to stare at the chalk white man who towered in front of her, some fifteen feet away. “Good girl. In this instance and only this instance you are allowed, as I can’t teach you precision of movement without providing a superior example. Now I want you to use your combat skill to observe. Watch me walk.”
She nodded, her adrenaline making her chest ache. 
Then Knight took six steps in her direction until he was standing in front of her. “Now look away,” he commanded, and Zuma instantly complied. To Finley, she hadn’t lost her spirit, but Knight had for sure frayed it. This was one of the hardest things for him to endure during his time at the circus.
“What did you observe, and don’t say me walking,” Knight said. 
Zuma cleared her tight throat. “You moved deliberately. Each of your steps was an equal distance apart. Your weight was evenly balanced on each of the strides and you had your core reinforced the entire time, so as to move with each muscle group right on top of the other.”
Knight drew in a long breath and from Zuma’s peripheral it appeared that he might have smiled. The man had short teeth and too much gums; she had noticed this once when he didn’t know she was watching. He appeared to have baby teeth. “That’s right. You might not be worthless after all,” Knight said, and this statement made a crew member to the side who was installing a lightbulb drop his toolbox from the top of the ladder, creating an awful commotion. Knight squeezed his eyes together from the loud racket. “That will be one week’s pay docked, Cliff,” he said to the crew member, not looking in his direction, his eyes still on Zuma. 
Cliff, the crew member, dropped his head and hurried to pick up his tools. He knew better than to argue with the ringmaster. It would only leave him with a debilitating headache and even less money. Cliff sorely hoped Ian was right about staying, because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could endure the stress at Vagabond Circus. 
“Now Zuma, what you just witnessed is me moving using efficiency, precision, and deliberate thought. It’s how all my kids are taught to move. And your act will be better if you do this,” Knight said. 
She nodded. “I will work on it. I will try.” 
A loud, overly exaggerated sigh rode over Knight’s lips. “Trying is what weak people do. I want you to do it. Is that CLEAR?”
Zuma nodded again, this time with force. “Yes, sir,” she said.
“Master,” Knight corrected. “You will call me Master. I am your master of ceremonies. I am your ringmaster. That is what you will call me. Do you understand?”
Many people were pretending to work, to practice, to do their history lesson, but everyone’s attention was actually on this exchange. 
Zuma hesitated. She had given up so much to stay at Vagabond Circus.  Was there a limit to what she could take? she started to wonder. This was feeling like too much. Maybe I should have left after Jaz died.

“Do you understand?” Knight said again.
Beside her she felt and spied Finley tense. It was as if that one movement was an attempt to encourage her to comply. Finally she nodded. “Yes, Master. Of course,” she said. 
Knight turned and walked two steps before seeming to think of something else he wanted to say. He turned back to the girl. “You took Robert Johnson’s card. Do you still have it?”
Zuma blinked at the ground, unprepared for this change in the conversation. “Yes, I still have it.”
“Master,” Knight reminded. 
“Yes, I still have it, Master,” Zuma said. 
“Quick to answer that question, weren’t you? I bet you still look at that card. Consider his offer. You probably hold it in your hands every single day, thinking that would be your big break. Your means to get away from me, the ringmaster who has made you the star so great a producer would actually want you. Is all that correct?”
There were too many questions there. The answers were yes, yes, yes, no, and yes. But Zuma only said, “No, Master. I’m staying here at Vagabond Circus.” And now she remembered why she gave up and called Knight Master and stayed when she wanted to leave. At first it had been for Dave, but now it was because she knew how he would punish her if she left. Knight had all but said that he would harm her circus family if she took Mr. Johnson’s offer. 
 “That’s exactly right. You are staying because you belong to this circus. The others can leave. Hell, half of them, like the incompetent crew, I want to leave. But you, I would rather you and Finley die than abandon me. Call me sick. Call me demented. But like a crazed lover, if I can’t have you two in my circus then no one will.”
All noises in the big top were sucked into a vacuum. Then Fanny stood, the entire movement surprising even her. It had been a reflexive movement, one done out of her need to protect. After standing, she merely stood though, staring at the three in the center of the ring. Finley wasn’t moving, only clenching his jaw. Zuma was white, not as white as Knight, but still all blood had gone to her feet. 
“Finley understands this, but you, Zuma, apparently need to have it stated plainly. Isn’t that right, Finley? That’s why you didn’t take the business card, am I correct?” Knight said, his eyes shifting to a stoic Finley. 
“Yes, Master,” Finley said. 
“See there, Zuma. So do I make myself clear?” Knight said. 
“Yes, Master. I leave and you kill me,” she said, and knew at once it was too bold of a statement, but she couldn’t help herself. It was die or lose her spirit entirely and who would she be then? Would it be worth living? 
If she was looking at him then she would have seen the all-wrong smile on his face. “Oh, but the thing is you can stay and the very same thing could happen. I cannot protect you. This all reminds me of the unfortunate accident that happened to Jasmine. Poor girl. I cannot protect your health and well-being and it is by no means guaranteed if you stay. You may be a star in this circus, but you can be replaced.”
“What happened to Jaz wasn’t an accident,” Zuma said before she could stop herself.  
“How dare you?” Knight said and then snapped his fingers over his shoulder. “Sebastian, come here.”
The boy with greasy black hair stood at once and walked, copying the movements Knight had just displayed. He stopped beside Knight, his eyes lingering on Zuma, who wore her practice leotard. 
“Remember how I told you Zuma was off limits during the day, but to do as you wished during the night?”
“Yes, Master,” Sebastian said. 
“Well, since she apparently has some fears about things not being accidents I want you to keep an eye on our acrobat all the time. Whenever she’s alone, day or night, as long as no one else is around, keep her safe. Lend her your hand to assure her she’s all right,” Knight said.
Zuma backed up, as Sebastian took the same number of steps in her direction. “It would be my honor, Master,” the boy said. 
“Only when she’s alone, Sebastian. Only when she dares to leave the safety of her trailer alone,” Knight said. “That way she sleeps better at night.” 
Zuma was shaking her head now, furiously. “No. You stay away from me,” she said, her words frantic. 
“I only want to help you,” Sebastian said and Fanny had now moved in closer, but was still watching. “Just know that if you need a hand, I’m here.” And then he raised his poison-ridden fingers and directed them at Zuma. 
Beside her, Finley turned and balled up his fists but didn’t say a word. 
Sebastian’s hand was outstretched, moving ever closer to Zuma, who looked frozen, like she wasn’t sure if she should run or challenge the murderer in front of her. If she ran, Knight would probably knock her down with a headache and then she’d be a real target for Sebastian. But he didn’t look close to stopping and she hated the power he had over her. With a wicked smile Sebastian’s hand closed the distance between them until his hand hovered an inch from her exposed forearm. Zuma felt the heat of his body close to hers. 
“All I have to do is touch you once,” he said, too much glee in his voice. 
Finley was vibrating with a raging force. It was almost too encompassing. It was about to overwhelm him. Tear him apart. Take over. Force him to do something deadly. Then he reminded himself of what Ian said and he turned his back on Zuma and Sebastian, pretending to have his attention stolen by something on the other side of the big top. He squeezed his eyes shut. Whatever happened now was a new future. Zuma may die now, but Finley would live. 
“Do you like or disapprove of this arrangement?” Knight said to Finley.
The acrobat turned and faced his master, but kept his gaze low. “It doesn’t matter what I think.”
“Oh, but you must have some sort of feelings on the matter. Does it make you uncomfortable that Sebastian will be watching your partner? Worried, perhaps?”
“I don’t care,” Finley said, the words feeling so wrong coming out of him. But this was what Ian had told him to do. This was him changing the future. This was him not tackling Sebastian and pushing him away, earning him death. “It doesn’t matter to me if Sebastian watches or touches Zuma.” 
“Sebastian, sit down,” Knight ordered. “And you, Finley, are infuriating. You obviously care for the girl, but are trying to make a show of not, to take away my power.”
“I don’t give a damn about Zuma,” Finley said, and then turned and looked away from her. 
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
Finley’s head thundered with anger and shame. His eyes were all too aware of Zuma’s shocked face. She’d come so close to death and he had stood by and allowed it. This was different than his usual passive nature. This was Finley being heartless. And his words. I don’t give a damn about Zuma. They were lightning in his being, scorching his insides. 
“You think you can fool me?” Knight said to Finley. Everyone could feel the anger in his voice; it was a new anger, one born from Finley taking away his power by not reacting. “I know you better than anyone. And I know you’re lying.” 
Knight’s advantage lay in his ability to threaten the people Finley cared about. That had always been the way. And now he didn’t have that. Finley was supposed to be dead now. In the future Ian saw, Finley protected Zuma. He did what Knight would have expected, but Ian had figured out how to outmaneuver Knight. And what happened next was all new. “I’m not lying. I care about no one and nothing,” Finley said in a dead voice. 
Knight tightened his beady eyes at Finley. He had to have a way to hurt the guy. “Do you know, all of my kids were produced using surrogates. All of them,” he said, and now there was a smile in his snake-like voice. “All of them but one.” 
Finley’s eyes almost gave away his surprise, but quickly he covered it with a blank expression. 
“You see, Finley,” Knight said, “I got the idea of creating an army of thieves from my dear brother, who had saved lost souls and made a fortune using them to create his circus. But I didn’t want kids who had baggage, and that’s why I used surrogates, so I could mold the children from the beginning.” 
Everyone in the big top, not even caring if they would be punished, stopped and focused on this exchange. Most had sensed there was something nefarious about the kids who had been there in the beginning and now were gone. But thieves? Surrogates? The cast and crew could hardly fathom this reality. And the fact that Knight was stating this so plainly meant what they all feared: he had total power. He wasn’t even making a show of not being a dictator anymore. 
“However,” Knight continued, his eyes only on Finley, “I knew that breeding this army would take time and so I decided I needed one child to start with, while the surrogates were being inseminated and hatching my first children. You, Finley, will remember you were a year older than the children in your set and that’s because you weren’t born from a surrogate. You, my boy, were an orphan I adopted.” 
Finley’s face did give something away then, and that was mostly Zuma’s fault. He felt her look directly at him. Felt the fear in her vibrating. And the shock of this reveal was not something he knew how to assimilate. He had always thought of himself as manufactured. But he was born…from parents. The idea felt wrong, and also like a dream come true. 
“Yes, that’s right,” Knight said, almost laughing at this secret. “I took a page out of my brother’s book and went to orphanages.”
Knight only gave information away to manipulate. To hurt. And Finley knew this and knew he had to be careful. “Why are you telling me this, Master?” he asked boldly. 
And Knight did laugh now, one that reeked of his sinister glee. “When I adopted you, you were an infant. Extremely adoptable. You could have had a normal life. Just imagine it. Things could have gone differently for you, Finley. You could have had the life you’ve mistakenly thought you wanted.” 
Fanny watched from her place just in front of her kids. She was hinged on this exchange, her eyes daring to look directly at Knight. She wanted to step in right then. To take over and tear away the pain that was second by second overwhelming Finley’s face. Not yet, she told herself.  
“No, that’s not true,” Finley finally managed out through clenched teeth, his eyes blurring. His head dizzy. 
“Nothing was ever truer,” Knight said, a pleased tone in his voice. “Oh, and let me tell you, I had to compete for you. There was this really nice couple who wanted you. Picture perfect. But your would-be mother kept getting these awful headaches and the administrator didn’t think they were the best fit seeing as how she seemed fragile,” he said with a laugh. “My fake-wife, one of the surrogates, and I were chosen as the right family to take you.” 
And Finley now couldn’t control the devastating heartbreak that covered his face. It oozed off him, and he knew it was the best present he could give to Knight. His pain. “No,” Finley said with a growl. 
“Oh, yes,” Knight said, drawing out the last word into multiple syllables. 
Finley was at the point of not caring. He’d explode on Knight and then teleport away. Run. Run until he couldn’t anymore, until he reached the east coast. He had to get away. He almost didn’t care if everyone else suffered because of this. Finley was normal. He was born from people who were real and not manufactured. And he could have had a life. He could have been free…
Finley was just about to raise his eyes to look at Knight when he felt a presence materialize beside him. Distracted, he looked up to find Fanny. She’d stepped forward. Not stepped. Raced. 
“Charles, I know what you’re doing here,” she said in a voice that almost made the gigantic man seem small. 
“Stay out of this,” Knight said, his tone sounding dangerous.
“Oh, how about I fill in a bit of the history that even you, Charles, aren’t aware of? And once I tell you where Finley came from then I’ll happily stay out of this. You can even punish me with a headache if you like,” she said and no one in the big top had ever heard the commanding tone the healer was using. It made Benjamin nervous. It almost made him proud.
“Go ahead, woman,” Knight said, and now he sounded intrigued. “Tell me what you think you know.”  
“I know that Finley did deserve a normal life but our Lord obviously has a mission for him,” Fanny began. 
“Oh, shut up, woman, what do you know of this?” Knight said. 
“I know everything about this. I was the one who dropped Finley at that orphanage,” Fanny said, and she pinned her hands on her hips as the entire big top went silent. 
“What?” Finley said, turning to the older woman, his eyes connecting with hers. It felt strange to look directly at someone.  
“I dropped Finley at that orphanage’s doorstep nineteen years ago. I told them I was his mother. I told them I couldn’t care for him,” Fanny said, realizing this story was going to have to be told the right way in order to be effective. 
“So you’re my mother?” Finley said, and now he felt Zuma at his side. She was his security in this moment. He had abandoned her when she needed him most and yet she was next to him now, silently loaning him her strength.  
Fanny shook her head, indicating that she wasn’t Finley’s mother. None of this made sense to him, or to any of the people listening. 
“Why would you do that?” Finley asked the healer. 
She reached out and touched his chin. He hadn’t realized she’d been close enough to do that. “To keep you safe, Finley,” Fanny said. 
Knight blew out an angry breath. He stood next to Fanny, his fists locked by his sides. “This is absurd, woman. How would you know the child you dropped off was Finley?” 
Fanny smiled, her face pure and confident. “Because my healing ability acquaints me with a person’s energy. I never forget someone and I know Finley’s energy is the same as the baby I healed and dropped off all those years ago.” 
“What? You healed me? From what?” Finley said. 
And now the smile faded from Fanny’s face and was replaced by a haunted expression. “I healed you from your father’s attempt to kill you,” she said, and then her honest eyes dared to drift to Knight. She looked at him without regard for any punishment. 
“WHAT!?” Knight said so loud it filled the big top, making most people jump. “No!” 
“Oh yes, Charles. Finley is your son,” Fanny said, and now she had the demeanor of a disciplinarian lecturing her charges. It was a rare role for her. She was strength and authority. Fanny was unlike anyone had ever seen her. “You thought you killed that baby, but while you were beating up Dave, while Cynthia was killing herself, I saved the child. You had been banished from the circus and Dave had a wife to grieve and a betrayal to deal with. So I decided to take the child to an orphanage. I didn’t want Dave to have the burden of raising the child his wife had through infidelity. His brother’s son. But then the Lord did something strange by making that the place you visited a month later. By making it so you adopted and ended up with your own son, turning him into your prisoner.” 
Knight laughed now, but it wasn’t his normal laugh. This one was coated in worry. “This is ridiculous and you have zero proof.” 
“So you didn’t adopt Finley from St. Paul’s Orphanage?” Fanny said, all confidence.  
Only she spied Knight’s eyes widen. “I did, but that still proves nothing,” he said, almost sounding on the verge of stuttering.  
“Well, the child I delivered from Cynthia—your child—he had a crescent-shaped birthmark on his left hip. I know that. I remember it because I studied that child that I saved from your attempt at murder,” Fanny said. She turned to Finley for confirmation. And in a daze he dropped his chin to his chest. This was all too much, and the implications made his head swell with heat.  
“What? Finley, tell me this isn’t true,” Knight said, more worry in his tone.  
“It must be,” Finley said in a hush. “She’s right about the birthmark and there’s no other way she’d know that.” He spoke like he was talking to himself.  
Then a voice beside Finley shattered his world. It was the one person who could confirm the reality unfolding before him. “Everything Fanny has said is true,” Zuma said in confirmation, having used her combat sense. “She isn’t lying.”
“Then…th-th-that…” And Knight did stutter then. “That means you’re my son.” 
And to Finley’s horror the man before him reached out. From his low cast eyes he spied a hand reaching for his shoulder. And a second before it connected with him he sprung back using his super speed. “Don’t touch me,” he dared to say. 
Around the big top everyone was so still and quiet that it was as if they’d all vanished. Finley was only aware of the wrongness of all of this. Fanny was only focused on the acrobat she had saved almost two decades ago. Zuma had her eyes on Finley too. And Knight felt like he’d been transported into a nightmare, one where he was somehow not in control. He sucked in a breath and looked at his son. 
“Finley,” Knight said in a whisper, as everything dawned on him at once, “this explains why I can’t get in your head. I couldn’t get in Dave’s either. It’s our family connection. This explains so much.” 
“Dave,” Finley said, his eyes unfocused as everything dawned on him as well. “You killed Dave, who was my uncle. You killed me, or tried to, you’re the reason my mother committed suicide. You’ve enslaved kids. You’re, you’re, you’re…” Finley, who had never gone against Knight before, now felt that he could. He should. He should say what he wanted to Knight. “You’re the devil.” 
Knight blinked at Finley. He wanted his son to look back at him. To really see him. He wanted so much from Finley, especially now. “I did it for you. To avenge your death. Don’t you see that? Everything I ever did was because I lost you. After that I went insane. I lost it.”
For all of Finley’s life he’d been afraid of the man before him. Not just afraid, but at times paralyzed by what Knight could do to him if he wasn’t compliant. And now that boy who feared Knight was gone. Finley didn’t care. There was nothing worse than being Charles Knight’s son. To know his blood ran in Finley’s veins. This was his absolute worst-case scenario. Finley could only manage to shake his head at Knight. Everything about the man disgusted him. It always had. And now that he knew Knight was his father, he felt disgusted by himself. 
Fanny, sensing his burning hostility, put her arm around Finley’s shoulder. “It’s all right, child,” she said, her tone placating a bit of his pain. 
Knight was visibly shaking. To have his son. For it to be Finley. Everything was right and wrong about this for Knight. “Finley, I’m only a monster because I lost you and your mother.” 
“No, you’re a monster because that’s who you chose to be,” Finley said and then for the first time in all his life he turned, putting his back to Knight, and then he left without being dismissed. 
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
Finley heard the steps behind him, felt her approach. It wasn’t just that her energy registered in him in the most primal way. He also knew the way she thought. She’d know he was a second away from exploding. An inch from the fuse inside him detonating. Zuma was the girl who would want to be there for that. She would endure the shrapnel if she could just be there to hold him up when he finally let it all out and then collapsed. Finley slowed but didn’t turn. The other thing about Zuma was she was careless and kept putting herself so close to death because she’d quit caring. Why should the girl who couldn’t be happy care if she died? She was diabolical. 
“Leave me alone, Zuma,” he said just loud enough for her to hear over the wind kicking up leaves and making branches clamber together. 
She came to stand in front of him but he kept his eyes high. Off the girl he loved and couldn’t have, especially now. “I know you, Finley. You don’t want me to comfort you right now. You want to be left alone. I get it. And against everything I want I’m going to give you space. I’ll keep giving you space. I’ll keep not talking to you. Forever and ever I’ll allow you to burn the bridges between us if that’s what you want.”
“Then what are you doing here?” he said, his eyes on the gray sky behind her. 
“The keys to my car are in the glove box. Take it. You probably want to get as far from this place as possible,” she said.  
Finley nodded. She did know what he needed. Knew he couldn’t be on Vagabond Circus grounds right then. He was so close to tearing it apart, to destroying everything that belonged to the man he now knew was his father. 
Finley expected Zuma to say one more thing. But as she’d done for all these months, she did the one thing he asked for. The one thing that was also little by little turning his heart brittle. She turned and walked away. 
“Zuma,” he called out. 
She paused and hesitated before turning to face Finley, almost like she didn’t want to. Like looking at him without the freedom to love him had taken her brittle heart and flaked it until almost nothing remained. When Zuma faced him he finally brought his eyes down to look at her. She was more beautiful than he remembered since he hadn’t allowed himself to really focus on her in a long few months. It was easier if they didn’t speak, if he moved beside her without really looking at her. 
“Do I resemble him? In any way? Am I a monster?” Finley asked.  
“You resemble the soldier he created, but that’s all. You are no monster. I’ve been in your head and I would know.” A sliver of a smile made her pink lips spread slightly. “Actually, you think like your uncle, with concern for others. You have his eyes too. Maybe that’s what first drew me to you.” 
Finley then found his feet had brought him to Zuma without his consent. He stood inches from her. His hands felt like magnets drawn to her but he found that closing his eyes overrode that instinct. His hands remained by his side. His eyes pressed closed. Inside his head he opened a telepathic link to Zuma.
Thank you, he said and then he opened his eyes, careful to keep them low. Finley stepped back twice before turning and leaving Zuma standing alone.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
All night Finley drove through the Santa Ynez Valley, hoping with each mile he’d think a thought that didn’t make him feel at a loss for ever having a satisfying life. After two hundred miles he found himself back at the grounds of Vagabond Circus. His round trip had only brought him exhaustion. Yes, he could have kept driving. Never returned. Taken the Audi as far as it would drive him and forget he was born to a murderer. But Finley could never live a real life knowing he’d abandoned the people of Vagabond Circus and left them to suffer under Knight’s cruelty. His father would hunt for him. He knew that. And the longer Knight went without finding him, the angrier he’d become. Finley would never be able to stay gone for good. His conscience would drag him back, maybe in a month or a year, but then he’d learn that too many had died as a punishment for his leaving. 
And Ian…Ian had said he held the key. That’s the reason he couldn’t step in to save Zuma from the bullying. Finley was supposed to die that day, but now he was alive and had returned to the once-doomed circus. Would things change now that Finley hadn’t died? 
He returned to his trailer well after midnight. The next performance would suffer if he didn’t dream travel or go to sleep right then. The acrobat flipped on the light beside the door and would have startled but caught himself before he allowed the reaction to slip out of him. There, sitting on Finley’s couch, his long arms resting on his spider-like legs, was Charles Knight. His bald head was slumped down low, in a way Finley had never seen the man before. Defeat was strong in his demeanor, like a cologne he’d bathed in. 
Ever so slowly Knight pulled his head up until his eyes were resting firmly on Finley. Automatically Finley switched his gaze to the carpet. So automatic was the response he didn’t even realize he did it anymore. Looked away. Cowered at the presence of the man in front of him. The man who he’d known his entire life and yet had never truly seen. From his peripheral yes, he’d seen Knight. In dream travels he’d seen him. And yet, Finley didn’t truly know the man who spent the majority of his life training him with a strange pride. 
“Look at me, Finley,” Knight said. 
“No,” Finley said. And it wasn’t because he was afraid it was a trap but rather because he didn’t want to. He was angry. Irate. Unable to deal completely with the events that had been unveiled. 
“You think I’m bad. You despise me. You always have, even when the other kids worshipped me. Do you know I wasn’t always this way? She fell in love with me, your mother, Cynthia. Could she have really done that if I was pure evil?” 
“I saw the past,” Finley said, using a confident voice he never dared to direct at Knight. 
“What does that mean?” 
“I saw you suffocate that baby. It was wrong before, but now it’s personal, now that I know that baby was me,” Finley said. “And I saw that crazy look in your eyes. I saw you go to my mother after you thought you’d murdered me. I saw you tell her she was free because you’d lifted her of her obligation to Dave. You’d gotten rid of his child. And I saw that she loved you in the heartbreak that crossed her face, but not until then did she realize she loved a demon.” 
“That’s NOT true. Losing her. Losing you. Losing the circus broke me. That’s why I’ve become who you know. And I’ll be the first to admit that my ways are unorthodox, but—”
“You created an army of Dream Traveler children to steal,” Finley dared to say. 
“Don’t you forget your place, boy,” Knight said. 
“Why? What if I do? Will you have Sebastian kill me? Will you curse me? Take more from me? You stole my life. Imprisoned me. Enslaved me. What worse can you do?” Finley said, his voice bold, startling him.
“I did what I did because I’d lost you. I’d lost my child. And decided all others would be born to be great and serve. That I’d teach them and do what Dave never did. I would make them flawless.”
 “Are you listening to yourself?” Finley said. Who was this guy standing up to Knight? It didn’t feel like him anymore. 
“Are you not incredible, Finley? You move like the winds blows. You are more intelligent than those with a dozen collegiate degrees. I did that for you. I did that for all my kids. Yes, I made you steal but only so I could continue to help you to thrive. And now there’s forty prodigies making waves out there. They may hate me. You may hate me, but you can’t discount that I made you a super human. Can’t you see what Gwendolyn and Sebastian see? That I break away your weaknesses and make you great.” 
Finley couldn’t argue with Knight. He did discipline children until they had superior skills, but he did it in the worst ways. Since he couldn’t argue against this he said, “And what are you doing to Vagabond Circus? Slowly killing it like you did to me when I was an hour old.” And just then, for the first time ever, Finley pulled his gaze up and looked his father in the eyes. “You’re suffocating this circus. You should leave it. Let us be free of you.” 
Knight shook his head. “That’s never going to happen. Here is the only place I feel close to her. And look, it brought you back to me. This place is my destiny.” 
“Then if you are going to stay, lift the curse,” Finley said. 
Knight narrowed his small eyes. “Why?” 
“Because your child didn’t die. I’m right here. Don’t steal the happiness of others anymore.” 
“You mean Zuma’s?” Knight said, sounding satisfied. He had in fact found his son’s weakness.  
Finley only stared at his father with a vengeance he couldn’t so blatantly show before. 
“No, Finley. There’s some curses that need to remain. My child was still stolen from me through lies and deceit.” And then a laugh that sounded more like tools rattling in a toolbox echoed from Knight’s chest. “To think the child that was my star student all these years is actually my son. I should have known.” Finley, who hadn’t watched his father speak before, never realized how strange the man looked. Knight had traits that mirrored an extraterrestrial being, or so Finley thought. The ones with the long narrow heads, willowy builds, and white, almost transparent skin. He was so similar to the aliens that were reported to have crashed at Area 51. This Martian-looking man was Finley’s father and this made him feel more like a freak than ever before. 
“And to think you could have killed me a second time. You did kill the other kids I was raised with,” Finley said. 
“They killed themselves. The weak don’t survive. You did because you’re my son. You were my first named kid. My most valued kid. I should have seen before now that my blood runs in your veins.” 
“The very same blood of mine you’ve spilled so many times,” Finley said, thinking of the long scars that ran the length of his back. 
“Finley, I only ever sought to make you stronger.” 
“Yes, I realize that, Master,” Finley said, a cold irony in his words. 
Knight stood and when he did he was taller than Finley but not by as much as he was with other people since Finley was well over six feet tall. “You cannot hate me. I have worked too hard to rectify your death. Now that I know you’re alive—”
“Are you finally going to give me my freedom? Not punish me if I leave?”
Knight stepped forward. “I have only just found you. My punishments will be far worse if you leave me now.” 
“I wish you weren’t my father,” was all Finley said. 
“Finley, you realize that I’m forcing you to stay because I know you and I belong together. That’s why I found you at that orphanage. Don’t leave. Don’t make me do things I don’t want to do. Don’t make me punish the ones you chose to love instead of me.”
Regarding the man in front of him, Finley stood for a long silent moment. He knew what Knight was capable of. He knew that he would find ways to punish him that would scar his soul. And Finley knew he couldn’t withstand living with those scars. As he was since birth, Finley was cursed, cursed by the father he never wanted.

 
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
Unable to focus enough to dream travel and too overwhelmed to sleep, Finley was exhausted when he walked into the big top the next morning. Word had spread and now everyone knew he was the spawn of the evil circus owner. Almost all of the performers and crew were in the big top getting ready for the show that afternoon. It would be the last one in Santa Barbara and then Vagabond Circus would load up and caravan south to the next city on the tour, Oxnard, California. 
Most looked up when Finley walked into the big top. Those who didn’t were elbowed by their neighbor and before too long every single eye in the tent was focused on the acrobat. Some whispered. Some pretended not to be staring at him as they tried to pinpoint exactly the resemblance he shared with his father. Knight’s features were too sharp, his jaw looking to be cut from stone. And Finley, although angular, had a softness to the curves of his face. Where Knight was too tall, too thin, and too pale, Finley was perfect. The acrobat was the perfect height, had a healthy build and an olive tone to his skin. And unlike Knight, he had a full head of dark brown hair. 
Finley paused and regarded the people around him with a cold stare. Then he sighed and trudged passed all the polite people who had a hundred questions for him and none of the gall to ask them. The lack of sleep made Finley feel on the brink of insanity. He wanted to laugh hysterically at the elephant in the room and then also throw a fit. He wished he could stomp around the big top and tell everyone off. Instead he only muttered under his breath on his way to the practice tent at the back.
“Finley.” It was Knight’s voice, and it made the chatter around him pause. 
Finley halted too, taking several seconds before he turned around to face his father. The owner of the circus sat in his usual place in the front row, Sebastian on his right, Gwendolyn on his left. 
“Get over here,” Knight said, his scratchy voice low but easy to hear from the far side of the big top due to the silent crowd. 
Finley, as he had done last night, looked directly at the ringmaster. The sight of his father made his stomach churn with unease. “I have to go warm up,” he said, his voice flat.  
Around the tent there were several startled gasps from performers and crew members. Sebastian narrowed his eyes at Finley. 
Finley had only stated a fact, but he had in essence told Knight no. And no one knew that Knight had given Finley permission to look at him, had asked him to, so to everyone in the big top he looked like a guy who wanted to die. And what no one knew was Finley didn’t really care if he did. 
“You can warm up later,” Knight said. “You and Zuma don’t need to practice for a couple more hours because firstly, you look like shit. And secondly, I told her to stay in her trailer since her headaches seem to keep getting worse.” 
Finley narrowed his eyes at his father. He desperately wanted to go check on Zuma. The headaches would be his fault. Knight was going to keep punishing Finley until he fully complied with everything he wanted. And Finley was afraid the list of demands would grow now that he was his son. It had been what Knight wanted most and the reason he’d bred children. To find the perfect heir. To replace the son he thought he killed. And this fate wasn’t ironic, Finley thought, it was downright morbid.

“Sebastian, get up,” Knight said. 
The boy didn’t hesitate, so engrained in him was his training. Each of his movements was precise as he stood and then froze in front of Knight.
“Now move,” Knight said. 
“Where, Master?” Sebastian said. 
“I don’t care,” Knight said with a frustrated growl. “Patrol the big top. Just get out of that seat. Now Finley, take the seat on my right. I want you beside me while we review the horrid acts for tonight’s show.” 
“I’m fine,” Finley said, staring straight at his father. 
Knight’s almost nonexistent lip curled into a half smile, half snarl. “That’s cute,” he said. And in the tent people moved but everyone’s attention was on the father and son exchange. “You think that your blood connection relieves you of your obligations to me.” A laugh that sounded more like scissors cutting cardboard flew out of Knight’s mouth. “Don’t you see you are more obligated to me than ever before? Believe me when I tell you that you can’t sever the ties to your parents or family. Even when they’re dead.” 
“I’m not interested in being your right-hand soldier. Sebastian, take your place,” Finley said, switching his gaze to the boy still standing beside Knight. 
“How dare you defy him? How dare you give me orders?” Sebastian said and stepped three times until he was right in front of Finley. “I should put my hands on you right now.”
“We both know you can’t catch me,” Finley said and in a blur of movement he relocated so he was behind Sebastian, speaking over his shoulder. The boy turned, murder written on his face. With his hand outstretched, he stepped forward as Finley took quick super speed steps backwards, a cruel smile on his face. 
“Stop this,” Knight said. 
Sebastian brought his gaze down, but Finley simply crossed his arms and regarded his father with the contempt he deserved. 
“Sebastian, get away from my son. And if I ever find you close to him then your head will explode. Do I make myself CLEAR?” Knight said.  
Sebastian’s eyes grew into slits but he nodded. “Yes, Master.” 
“Now, go patrol, boy,” Knight said. “And Finley, take the seat next to me or you will be performing solo tonight.” 
The threat was so clear in his words that Finley’s throat froze mid-swallow. In his mind he was screaming, furious and cursed and frantic with worry for the girl he couldn’t save no matter how hard he tried. However, he didn’t show any of this emotion, only turned and took the seat on the other side of Knight. He hadn’t been seated for more than a second when the smell of something acidic, like a cleaning chemical, knocked into his nostrils. A shadow fell down on Finley from overhead as Knight leaned over him, blocking the bright lights of the big top. 
“You are my son,” Knight said, his breath colliding into the side of Finley’s head. “You already perform as he should. But now you need to start acting like him. I’ll be patient training you, but just know your stubbornness will mean others suffer. If I make myself clear then answer in a way that proves it.” 
Finley knew how to move using efficiency. He had the observation skills that made him an incredible detective. And he could deduce the solution to a problem with little thought. He could do all this because he’d been taught how to think by Knight. He’d been taught how to think like Knight. 
Finley stared straight ahead. And very deliberately he said, “Yes, Father.” 
“Very good,” Knight said, leaning back in his seat.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
Sebastian’s gaze was focused on Finley and his master. How had he served so loyally for all these years only to be shoved to the side so easily? he wondered angrily. Finley had run away. He was always the kid to challenge Knight, and he was hardly ever punished for it. Knight seemed to find his rebellious attitude entertaining at times. He had punished him growing up, whipped him, taken away kids he got along with, but he never did what Sebastian thought was necessary. Any other kid behaving like Finley did would be cursed, or worse, Sebastian would be turned loose on them. And now Finley was Knight’s son. It deflated any hope Sebastian had for standing beside Knight as he further built his legacy. And worst of all he’d been threatened by Knight. It made his head thump with a deliberate force. Still he couldn’t go against his master’s orders. He might be angry, and feel shoved aside, but Sebastian was loyal. This, in truth, was his only redeeming quality, even if he gave that loyalty to the wrong person. 
Sebastian patrolled the perimeter as he was ordered to do, all the while keeping half his focus on his master. Different groups whispered as he walked by. Crew members exchanged opinions on the changes going on at the circus. Half were encouraged by Finley’s show of disrespect to his father. “He looked straight at him,” people whispered in awed disbelief. “He talked back to him,” others said, both excited and fearful for the acrobat. And then there was the other half of the circus who thought that it was only a matter of time before Finley switched sides and became a sadist like his evil father. Then most would have to ignore Ian’s orders and finally abandon the circus. 
“You still think this piece of shit circus is worth wasting your time on?” Padmal said to Oliver. She was flexing and stretching her hands, getting ready to practice her juggling act with her brothers.
Nabhi and Haady stood close, pretending not to hear her insults. The brothers were practiced at ignoring her. 
“Yes, Padmal,” Oliver said, keeping his eyes low as he studied Finley sitting next to Knight. “Don’t you see that Finley stands a chance of helping us rid the circus of Knight?  He obviously hates the guy, probably more than we do. Did you hear what Knight did to him when he was a baby?” 
“He tried to suffocate him, thinking he was Dave’s child. Yeah, I heard the rumor,” Padmal said. Then she smiled, but there was no happiness to the gesture, just demented lust. “I would totally suffocate that damn dead man’s baby too. It would serve him right for enslaving us kids.” 
Oliver’s eyes widened with repulsed shock. Nabhi and Haady even turned to stare at their sister with disgust.
“You can’t be serious,” Oliver said. 
“Of course I am,” Padmal said.  “And it’s too bad Knight wasn’t successful. The last thing we need is people with Dave’s DNA running around. Even if Finley is only Dave’s nephew he should be dead. Even Knight should be dead. Anyone related to that horrible, slave-driving, manipulative man who ruined my life should be dead.” She then laughed. “You know I wish I would have been there to watch Dave die. That would make me feel better about him keeping the secret of my mother’s death from me.” 
“That’s the worst thing you could ever say. Dave was a good man,” Oliver said. 
“Dave wasn’t a man at all,” Padmal said. “He was a pompous ass and anyone who followed him is a manipulated dumbass. Is that you, Oliver? Are you a dumbass? Or can you actually think for yourself? Because more and more you act like a sheep who will cower to the wolf.” 
Heat overwhelmed Oliver’s head. He had the urge to slap Padmal, but he had restraint and he was not that type of boy. However, he was certain he couldn’t take any more of her bitchy behavior. And he had something better than an assault using his hands to punish her with. He looked straight at her and said, “Dave didn’t enslave you. He rescued you.” 
An abrupt laugh. “You are an out of touch idiot,” she said.
Oliver suddenly felt full, like a vacuum that had sucked up enough hair and dirt and couldn’t hold anything else. He could finally take no more. “Padmal, you and I are through,” Oliver said, slicing his hand through the air. 
Nabhi and Haady were doing a poor job of pretending their attention wasn’t on the fighting couple. 
“No,” she said, in one long word, her voice rising an octave, “we aren’t. You don’t get to make that call, Oliver. I tell you when we’re done.”
“No, you don’t.” 
“Oliver, you can’t leave me.”
He turned, putting his back to her. “Oh, but I can.”
“Do it and I will make your life hell,” Padmal said, her eyes on the place between his shoulder blades. 
Oliver turned back to her, a sadistic grin on his usually sweet face. “You already do.” 
“How dare you,” Padmal said and raised her hand to slap him. But behind her Nabhi caught it in mid-slap using his telekinesis. “What the hell. Let me go, Nabhi,” she almost screamed, feeling her brother’s energy restrict her. The triplets were attuned to each other’s specific energy related to their telekinesis, having worked together all these years. Nabhi’s energy felt like charcoal. Haady’s had the sensation of sand against ones skin. And Padmal’s was sharp like granite. 
“No. Not until you promise not to assault Oliver. We don’t hurt each other,” Nabhi said to his sister. 
“Oliver deserves it,” she said, her hand held in the air, unmoving. 
The illusionist shook his head. “You know, Padmal,” he said, nearing her, realizing she was frozen under her brother’s telekinesis. “Your brothers forged the death certificate about your mother.”  
“Oliver,” Haady said, suddenly shocked by this admission and unaware of how Oliver knew that since the brothers hadn’t told anyone. 
“It’s okay, Haady,” Oliver said, his eyes still on Padmal. “Ian gave me some interesting information. Guess what, Padmal, your mother isn’t dead.” 
“What?” she said, able to move her lips and eyes but nothing else. Nabhi had her body restricted, so strong was his telekinetic lock on her. 
“Dave did save you,” Oliver said, his raspy voice carrying strength. “He knew, based on Ian’s vision, that if you stayed at the orphanage you’d be cursed and heartbroken. That’s why he adopted you when he did. Because your mother came the next day.” 
“No,” she said. 
“Oh yes, but she didn’t want you. She wanted her first-born son, Haady. Your mother could only afford him. And if Dave hadn’t adopted you then you would have rotted away with resentment at that orphanage. Instead you came here where you’ve become a rotten little bitch.” Then Oliver stood back two feet. He brought his face up to Nabhi and Haady. “Now you all know the truth.” 
The brothers’ eyes watered slightly, a sweet fondness for Dave who always gave people what they needed even if they were like Padmal and hated him for it. 
“Padmal, don’t ever come near me again,” Oliver said. “If you do then I will haunt you with illusions of your mother telling you what a horrid person you are. We are through.” Then he looked at Nabhi. “Release her.” 
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
Nabhi pulled his telekinesis off his sister’s limbs but stepped in closer in case she decided to attack Oliver, who he thought was standing too close to Padmal. 
“You’re going to regret this, Oliver,” she said, spit flicking from her angry mouth. “I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.” 
“I’m sure you think so,” Oliver said, lowering his pinned up shoulders. He felt like a barbell loaded with too much weight had been lifted off him. 
Padmal spun around, ready to charge off. Then she saw the perfect instrument for revenge. The fight had earned her the attention of almost every person in the big top. Even Knight was regarding the scene with a mild interest. The one person who wasn’t paying attention was the one who had been picked by Padmal for retribution. Sebastian was passing by her and the group of freaks, his head down, thoughts circling with plans of sabotage. Padmal turned and stalked in his direction, cutting off his path. He almost ran straight into Padmal, but halted just in time, two inches from her. Sebastian’s gift, which to most resembled more of a curse, made him all too aware of his proximity to people. 
He regarded Padmal with an irritated curiosity, but she didn’t notice it. She was too busy flipping her head over her shoulder to shout back to Oliver. 
“This is what you’re missing out on, you stupid asshole,” she said. And then before anyone could stop her, including Sebastian, she whipped back around and threw her arms around the boy’s neck, pulling his lips to hers. Sebastian hesitated, his arms out wide with shock and indecision. But after feeling the urgent pressure of the arms around him and the incredible force of her lips pushed into his, he caved and yanked the girl into him. Sebastian had never been kissed. He actually hadn’t been hugged, since the surrogates weren’t the hugging type. They did direct the children sometimes by holding their hands. And when he was eleven, a surrogate named Brittany grabbed his hand. A few seconds later she fell to the floor dead. Since that moment, no one had willingly embraced Sebastian. He’d touched hundreds of people, but only enemies of Knight’s. And they were all dead now. 
Intent on enjoying his first kiss and embrace, Sebastian grabbed Padmal’s face, tangled his fingers in her silky hair, and covered her mouth more with his own. 
Finley, seeing the exchange, jerked into a standing position. 
Knight held out a hand to halt his son. “Nothing you can do about it now,” he said flatly. “She’s gone.” 
Oliver, beside Padmal, turned away, disgusted by how pathetic and diabolical the girl he once loved was acting. And just then, when Sebastian was about to deepen the kiss, Padmal collapsed in his arms. Her mouth didn’t kiss his. Her arms fell slack by her side. The girl’s head lobbed back at a weird angle.
Finley did move then, but not to save Padmal, but rather others. Sebastian let her slide from his arms until she lay on the dirt floor of the big top. As soon as she was down, Sebastian stepped over her body and simply strolled toward Knight. Oliver, who had been turning away when the girl went limp, rushed for her, as did her brothers. Finley switched on his turbo speed and cleared the big top in half a second. He halted in front of Padmal’s outstretched body, blocking the three boys from it.  
“Don’t touch her. She’s been poisoned and if you do you will be too,” he said, not out of breath at all. 
They squinted at him and then to the lifeless body of the beautiful girl. 
“Is she okay?” Haady asked, kneeling down and studying his sister for clues to her sudden state. “How do we help her if we can’t touch her?”
“You can’t,” Finley said. Then his head revolved over his shoulder and his eyes connected with Sebastian, who stood beside Knight. “Sebastian is poisonous. The oils he secretes are lethal.”
“Wait! What are you saying?” Oliver said, looking at the body and then at the acrobat he firmly trusted, but who was also blocking him from Padmal. 
“She’s dead. Sebastian killed her,” Finley said.  
Nabhi and Haady in unison took shallow gasps of air. Tears prickled Haady’s eyes. Nabhi retreated into a tunnel in his mind where the current reality was something he was watching on a screen. 
“No, this is a mistake—” Haady said.
“It’s no mistake,” Knight said from across the big top. 
Everyone in the tent was now focused on the scene. 
“Leave her. She got what she deserved and I won’t have her derailing our schedule any longer,” Knight said, and then turned to Sebastian. “I think you’ve accidentally done me a favor. Padmal was obnoxious and ungrateful. Remove her from the big top. Call the authorities. You know the drill.” 
Sebastian smiled slightly, walking toward the girl whose lips were minutes ago on his. It hadn’t been a good kiss but he had nothing to compare it to. 
“You have poison in you?” Oliver asked when Sebastian stopped by Padmal’s body. Finley stood like a wall between the two boys. 
“On my skin. Want to shake?” Sebastian said, holding out a hand. 
Oliver shook his head and took a step back. 
“You’re calling the authorities. Are you going to tell them you just killed her?” Oliver said, his voice bordering on irate. 
“No, I’m going to tell them I found her like this. And they are going to examine her using gloves because they’re coroners who know best and they will determine she died of cardiac arrest. It appears that the business of being in the circus is very taxing on the heart,” Sebastian said, a sadistic smile in his voice.  
“You…” Oliver said, connecting the pieces that had finally been overturned. Finley stepped back and clamped a hand on the illusionist’s shoulder to restrain him if necessary. 
“Yes, me,” Sebastian said, his voice riddled with prideful glee. He then grabbed both Padmal’s limp hands, lifted them, and dragged the girl’s body out of the big top. Her dragged body made a path that looked like a giant snake had slithered through the tent. Everyone watched, powerless to protest, and too dumbstruck by the weirdness and wrongness to do anything but shrink inside themselves. It was right then that most of Vagabond Circus singularly made up their minds. Knight had to be stopped.
 



Chapter Sixty
Nabhi and Haady remained frozen, staring at the entrance where Padmal was dragged through. For a solid ten minutes neither brother moved. Oliver, on the other hand, ran for the practice tent to find solace. He was more shaken by the bizarre events that had transpired than by the fact that Padmal was dead. Neither her brothers nor Oliver would admit that they had thought of the possibility. Thought things would be better without her around. Usually in this fantasy, Padmal left the circus, but death provided the same result, only made it more permanent. 
Now that Padmal was gone there wouldn’t be peace, as Nabhi had longed for. Unfortunately, her death brought a new level of animosity that would grow under the surface of the circus like hidden mold. Now that Padmal was dead, there were more problems. Her death brought so much to light, like the fact that a boy with the ability to murder was in their midst, but that shouldn’t have been a concern. Everyone’s skills at Vagabond Circus could be deadly in the wrong hands. Oliver could deceive with illusions. Zuma could read people’s thoughts. Sunshine could roast a person. And Jasmine could have broken someone’s neck with no effort. But Sebastian had a skill, and had used it to kill. 
And now everyone was ready to finally make their own assumptions about Jasmine’s mysterious death. If most hadn’t questioned Jasmine’s cause of death before, then they did after these events. Jasmine had been murdered. Dave, who was in good health as well, had died of the same causes. Cardiac arrest. The exact same report that would come out on Padmal. The Vagabond Circus members moved quietly, getting ready for their roles. But all of them now knew that Knight wasn’t just the bad man they suspected who had inherited a circus. He was the worst man, and an extremely dangerous one, and he’d stolen the circus.
 



Chapter Sixty-One
The show the night Padmal was killed was the darkest one yet. The brothers had less trouble performing than most would have thought. They had a routine ready, having performed it without her when she was recovering from the knife injury. And that night their tricks were faster than ever before. Nabhi moved with a grace he’d never owned, spinning his hands in perfect rotation with the knives that weren’t really touching him, but rather moving telekinetically through the air. Haady’s knives soared higher, reaching up to over twenty feet in the air. Then, when the brothers switched to juggling the knives between each other, the crowd gasped at the flawless transition. The boys dared to separate, both backing up to the opposite side of the ring. The knives flew across the neon green rug at a distance none had ever seen before. They weren’t performing like they had before, when Padmal was injured. They were performing like they were finally free, their genius allowed to soar out of them. It was important for everyone at Vagabond Circus to witness this act and realize that tolerating abusive people will always have far-reaching effects. People do themselves little favor by allowing a toxic person a place within their life. 
After the show the crew worked as they never had before, disassembling the big top. No one said a word or made a comment about Ian, who sat still, not helping his crew. His eyes were strangely focused, moving side to side at times like he was watching the flight path of a fly. The crew, knowing the drive wasn’t far to the next performance spot, hauled the trailers and semis down the 101 the night of the last show. It was like they all feared the ghost of Padmal would soon rise from the earth and haunt the people of Vagabond Circus. 
As soon as Finley parked his trailer on the new grounds, he was surprised to hear a knock at his door, as though the person calling had been riding on his bumper over the last forty miles. Finley hesitated before finally unlocking the flimsy metal door and pulling it back. And again he was surprised. This time it was by who stood at his door. He found Titus there, waiting for him. And then he was even more shocked when the creative director encouraged Finley back into his trailer, going with him as he did. Titus shut the door behind him after swinging his gaze over his shoulder, like he was afraid to be spied there. 
“We’ve got to talk, but we don’t have long,” he said in a rush. 
“Titus, what’s wrong?” Finley said, studying the man before him. 
“What isn’t wrong, don’t you mean?” 
“I mean, is there something new? Is Zuma okay?”
Titus nodded. “Yes, I’ve ordered her to stay in her trailer and call me or Oliver if she needs to leave for any reason. She isn’t safe by herself anymore.”
Finley clenched his fist until his nails bit into the skin. Sebastian shouldn’t have this type of rule, but he did and the circus was growing more powerless to stop it. Padmal’s death was proof of that. 
Titus stared down, a deliberate speculation in his eyes. “I didn’t know you were Knight’s son,” he said, shaking his head like the news still hadn’t sunk in properly. 
“Yeah, apparently Fanny held on to that secret alone.” Finley had questioned the healer at length since finding out the news. She kept her answers brief and strangely clinical. 
“I had to know for myself and so I dream traveled into the past and followed the baby Fanny saved. She in fact took him to an orphanage,” Titus said, his eyes to the right of Finley like he couldn’t bear to look directly at the acrobat.  
“Yes…” Finley said, daring to hope the story had a new ending. 
“And I visited the child for the month he was at the orphanage and I can confirm that child was adopted by Knight,” Titus said.
“But did the child grow up to be me?” 
Titus looked at Finley, his eyes overflowing with remorse. “I’m afraid you are his son.” 
Finley gave a slow nod, one full of heavy emotion but already a growing acceptance. 
“And when I confirmed that I couldn’t have been happier about the news,” Titus said, his voice growing with positive emotion. 
Finley jerked his head up. “You what? Excuse me?” 
Titus held up his hand to try to pause the series of confused thoughts streaming through Finley’s mind. “I’m truly sorry for what you’ve been put through. That your mother died. That you have a deeper connection with that wretched man.”
“But…?” Finley asked, realizing there had to be a but. 
“Finley, I’ve been searching for a way to stop Knight. A way to get ahead of him. I’ll admit that at times I wanted to give up, firmly believing that we were already defeated. I have been at such a loss. And then Jasmine died and I almost thought it was time to make you all leave, but Fanny wouldn’t let me do it…because that brilliant woman knew we still had hope.” Titus’s eyes beamed with a pride he usually only showed when watching his circus. 
“Hope?” Finley said, almost like that was a foreign word he used to know, but forgot its meaning. 
“Yes, we have you,” Titus said, and he sounded light for the first time in months. 
“And you think I offer hope because I’m Knight’s son? You may be disappointed then,” Finley said. “Knight won’t do anything I say. I’m more obligated to him than ever before.” 
Titus shook his head. “It’s not about getting Knight to do anything. It’s about stopping him.”
Finley almost laughed at this. “And you think I can do that?” 
“I know you can. Finley, you have his blood. You have Dave’s blood,” Titus said, and now there was pride in his tone. “It will still take work on our part. We will all have to work together and stealthily, but Zuma has a pretty good plan and so far it sounds like it could work. And now that we have you, we have the final ingredient. We have a chance.”  
“Why does my relation to Knight make any difference? I’m still powerless. I’m still under his influence or otherwise he’ll punish you all,” the acrobat said.  
“Finley, the ability to curse, it’s a craft, yes. It must be learned.” Titus spoke slowly, giving each of his words time to sink in. “But it can only be learned by a select few. There are only certain lineages who can produce curses. Lineages of Dream Travelers with pure blood. You see, there are only a few founder families left. And…” Titus left the word hanging in the air, knowing Finley was smart enough to piece this all together. 
“Knight and Dave were from founder families?” Finley said. 
“Yes, they had pure blood and more importantly they are from the family with the gift to curse.”
Finley’s eyes shifted back and forth on the carpet as he put it all together. “Which means…”
“Here,” Titus said, pulling a leather notebook from behind the waistband at his back. It had been covered by his shirt. He handed it to Finley. “This was Dave’s.” He smiled. “Your uncle. It’s his notes on his ancestry, but more importantly it has the laws on curses and how to produce them. It’s tricky and there’s much you need to understand first before you attempt one, so you must be really well versed on the subject. I don’t want you to even think about producing a curse until you’ve thoroughly studied this information.” 
“Why? What’s the big deal?” 
“Finley, a curse at the very least will steal years off your life as the caster, but if you don’t do it the right way it also has the power to kill you.” 
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
For a whole week the Vagabond Circus members did something they had rarely done. They kept their heads down and their mouths shut. There were whispered conversations in private. Zuma spent a lot of time in other people’s heads, relaying information. And she was rarely allowed to be alone, especially since too often Sebastian could be found in the shadows watching her, waiting for his turn. Finley could usually be found somewhere in the distance watching the girl he couldn’t have, but could protect. And when he wasn’t protecting her, he was by Knight’s side doing an impeccable job of acting in the ringmaster’s prescribed manner. Finley was the model son, doing everything his father asked, and usually anticipating his requests. 
Knight had finally done it, he thought, and in a shorter amount of time than he believed it would take. He had full control over the circus. The people followed him blindly. Maybe some even would grow to admire him like Gwendolyn and Sebastian did. And the shows they put on for the people of Oxnard were the best yet. They were creepy and dark enough to make kids scream. To send grown women running from the big top. And it left everyone who exited the tent with haunted expressions and a dark door opened up in their minds. One where their repressed demons could finally surface. One that opened pits of deception in the world around these patrons.
And even though the employees of Vagabond Circus were compliant, that didn’t mean there wasn’t still abuse. Knight thrived on drama. Even if he couldn’t instigate fights amongst the crew he found ways to create pain. A performer who did everything on cue would still be tortured with an awful headache just to create a problem in their reliability and then they’d be really punished. Belittled. Yelled at. Pay docked. And still everyone sucked in shallow breaths and took the punishment with their eyes low. No one left, abandoning the circus to seek peace. Everyone stayed and pretended that they were Knight’s soldiers. But behind closed doors people were planning. Plotting. Taking on extra duties to cover for those who had to practice. 
Fanny took care of the kids full time to give Jack and Sunshine unending hours for him to practice, not just walking but also drawing out his other skill. Nabhi and Haady covered for Oliver when he was missing, busy resting up. Zuma spent her spare hours working with Benjamin, going over his part until he rambled about it in his sleep. Titus worked behind the scenes doing a job he’d never been good at. He led. He quietly encouraged people the way Dave had. He counseled people. He sat straight behind his desk, his chin held up high, hands relaxed on his table top. He looked everyone in the eye and confidently expressed his faith in them. And Finley never slept. He dream traveled every single night, spending those hours studying his uncle’s notes. Memorizing them. 
There was more than Finley thought possible to the craft of cursing. Not only was it incredibly dangerous, but it was likened to producing a planetary law.  It was elemental magic. And the precision to pull from these elements had to be extremely accurate. If too much energy was pulled from one then it would overpower the others. The curse would crush the caster. Furthermore, the law had to work in accordance with the existing laws of the universe. If they defied a single universal law then the curse wouldn’t work. It would fail and as it did it would drain the power from the caster until he was no more. Literally only ashes. 
The universe is energy, and mistakes to the fabric of the universe zap the commanding power in an effort to preserve the system. If someone tries to mess with a universal law then they are gunned down at once by the all-powerful universe. Dave’s notes spanned forty years. That’s how long it took the man to understand and master curses. And he had only cast one curse and it was the one that protected Vagabond Circus from Knight for all those years. Finley had less than a fortnight to do something it took the greatest man he ever knew to do in forty years. However, the acrobat never showed this doubt when Titus checked on his progress. Everyone was relying on him. Ian often caught Finley’s eye during meals and the look he gave him was clear. He was counting on Finley. Everyone was. If he failed then not only would they continue in their circus of doom, but they would be so severely punished most would not survive the wrath of Knight. Maybe only Finley. But he wouldn’t want to live after his failure and his punishment.
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
The Vagabond Circus caravanned to Thousand Oaks after a week of shows in Oxnard. Although the show frightened most, every performance was still sold out. The press continued to encourage those with strong hearts to patronize the circus. Winter was making promises to surrender to spring, and Los Angeles was gearing up to greet the circus with open arms and large wallets. 
“We won’t make it to Los Angeles,” Titus said, tapping his ballpoint pen on a piece of paper, making several useless dots. The pen had been a gift from his best friend. On the silver pen were words Dave said to Titus constantly: “Do what you think you can’t.”
Titus stared at those words which lay vertically on the upright pen. 
“So what are you saying?” Fanny asked from her place on the other side of the desk, her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes on the dots as they multiplied on the paper. 
“I’m saying we need to proceed with the plan now,” Titus said, not like he dreaded the idea but rather with unstoppable conviction. 
“What? Titus, we aren’t ready,” Fanny said, and then she brought her blue eyes up to his. 
“We will be ready.”
“There’s so many risks though. I’m not sure that rushing things is wise. People’s lives are at stake here,” Fanny said in a rushed whisper, always afraid someone could be listening. 
“All our lives are at stake, Fanny,” Titus said. 
“Exactly.” 
Titus stood from the desk. He walked around it and leaned on the surface, sitting on it slightly, much closer to Fanny. “Look, this is Dave’s circus. These people have done extraordinary things. They have done them because they are incredible, but that’s only part of the reason. You know what makes this circus what it is?” 
Fanny nodded, looking almost nervous. “Belief. It was Dave’s belief in others that encouraged their true genius.” 
“Yes,” Titus said. “And I’m not proud to say he was able to maintain that belief with me constantly barking doubts at him. I’m not proud to say I’ve been a coward not wanting to stake my livelihood and life on faith. But I am proud to say I’m ready to do that now.” 
“You believe we can do this?” Fanny said.  
“I know we can. I see it so clearly in my mind that the end result is tangible.”
“You sound like Dave,” Fanny said. 
Titus laughed coldly. “Oh, minus the belly and shorter stature, I always wished I was that man.” 
Fanny smiled at him. “I don’t think you should want such things. I like you for who you were, and even more so for who you’ve become,” she said and placed her hand on Titus’s, which lay beside him on the table. 
Titus looked down at the embrace and didn’t pull away like he would have done before. He simply smiled back at her. 
“Titus, it takes a good man to admit when he’s been wrong, but it takes a great man to become the person who would no longer make such mistakes,” she said and then patted his hand as she rose. At her full height she didn’t have to look up much to gaze into Titus’s eyes. There was a pause. A silent exchange. And then the healer turned and strolled for the door, her long skirt swishing back and forth. At the door to the miniature big top office she paused. “I’ll go prepare.” 
“Thank you. And Fanny?” Titus said, a question in his voice.  
And when the woman looked at him he was flashing her a half smile, a discerning look on his face. “Yes, Titus?” 
“I can’t help but get the feeling that you’re still hiding something, like that major secret about Finley that you kept from me for all these years.” 
She smiled back at him, no remorse on her face. “Yes, about that. I really hope you know I was trying to protect you by keeping that secret. Just like me, you wouldn’t have been able to reveal it, and I didn’t want you to have the burden on you.” 
“I appreciate that you had altruistic reasons,” he said, his eyes lighting up, but only slightly, as they fell to the ground. 
“And you’re right, Titus,” Fanny said. “I’m keeping two secrets from you.” 
He jerked his gaze up at that admission. “Are you planning on sharing soon or do I have to wait another twenty years?” 
She touched her hand to her chest. “Warms my heart to think of us still acquainted in another twenty years.” 
“Me too,” he said, nodding. 
“And yes, I’ll tell you sooner rather than later. But the timing for revealing these secrets has to be perfect.”  
“Okay, I trust you,” Titus said, and it was a pure statement. 
“As I do you,” Fanny said and offered him one last smile before leaving.
 



Chapter Sixty-Four 
“I can’t do this,” Jack said, blowing out a frustrated breath. “What am I missing?” He looked straight at Sunshine, who sat on the couch next to him. 
“Usually I hate the word ‘can’t’ but in this circumstance I kind of think it’s the right one. I don’t think you can do this,” she said.  
Jack dropped the hand he had outstretched. “Wow…thanks for your vote of confidence.” 
“Do you want me to help you or inflate your ego so you waste both our time and screw up this whole thing? I mean, an entire twenty-year venture that brings joy to thousands is resting on you, so your call.” Sunshine said this whole thing in an unaffected voice. 
“Vagabond Circus isn’t resting on my shoulders,” Jack said, a bitter edge to his voice.  
“It’s resting on all of our shoulders. One of us flops and this whole thing fails. This is our most important performance ever.” And again the girl’s tone betrayed her words. It was bored and matter-of-fact. 
“Well, I don’t think I’m electrokinetic. Is it possible Dave was wrong?” For days the couple had been practicing, trying to help Jack draw out the skill the dead ringmaster once said he thought lay dormant in him.
“Of course it isn’t possible that Dave was wrong,” Sunshine said, sounding insulted by the idea. “But I think it is probable that things have changed. You’re still healing and that takes energy and what do you think electricity is?” 
Jack rolled his eyes and shook his head at the girl. “I know what electricity is. It’s a type of energy. You know you don’t have to talk to me like I’m an idiot?” 
“No, I definitely don’t have to, but it sure makes this whole thing more fun.” 
Despite his frustration Jack found himself smiling at the girl. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. 
Jack complied by sticking his tongue out and mock grimacing at Sunshine. 
“Much better,” she said and then she almost smiled but stopped herself. 
“So if I can’t use my electrokinesis then how am I going to complete my part of the plan?”
“Hmmm…” Sunshine said, lifting her eyes to the ceiling as she thought. “Maybe consider a more hands-on approach.” 
“Uhh, what?” Jack said. 
“You know? Instead of using boring old electricity, which could fail if things don’t go right, revert to just doing the job with your bare hands.” 
Jack’s face went white as he gulped. “I’m not sure I can do that, Sunshine.” 
“I’m not saying it will be easy, but Jack, she is the reason that you fell. She’s the reason that you were paralyzed.” 
Jack stared off and released a nod with little conviction. “I’ll think about it.” 
“I, for one, don’t think I’ll have any problem with my job,” she said and then rubbed her hands together, a look in her eye like she was imagining a decadent feast.
“Sunshine, your taste for vengeance kind of scares me.” 
The girl slid her sinister eyes on Jack. “Oh, does it? Well, then stay on my good side,” she said and stood, taking the position in front of Jack and extending her hands to him. 
He laid both his in hers, leaned forward, and pressed his weight into his feet. Most people just moved, but Jack had to think about each movement. It wasn’t automatic yet, which was the other barrier to his success with the circus retaliation plan. Twice he tried to push up to a standing position and twice he failed, but on the third attempt Sunshine leaned back, pulling him up with some of her weight. When he stood properly he pulled his hands from her. 
“Thanks,” he said, only inches from the girl. “And I intend to stay on your good side.” Feeling steady, he pressed a piece of her curtain of black hair back behind one ear. The movement made him sway on his unsteady feet, but Sunshine, sensing this, pressed her hands onto Jack’s hips. 
She wasn’t smiling as she looked at him, but if he had her empathesis then he’d know she was happy in that moment. Jack’s hand moved until it was just under her chin, barely touching her, but she felt his heat. And when Jack leaned down close to her upturned face she felt his breath. His lips almost grazed hers when at their back someone coughed loudly. Jack smiled and lifted his head to look over Sunshine’s shoulder at the entrance to his trailer, which he’d moved back into permanently. 
“So, I guess the wedding is off?” Zuma said, leaning in the doorway. 
Sunshine turned with a cat’s expression on her face. As she did she grabbed Jack’s hand and wrapped it around her shoulder to keep him steady on his feet and also for the simple fact that she wanted to be near him, close. 
“Yeah, about that,” Jack said, a laugh in his voice. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, I don’t think it’s going to work between us.” 
“Well, I’m simply devastated,” Zuma said dryly, strolling into the room. She plucked an apple from the gift basket a fan had sent to Jack with well wishes. Zuma took a colossal bite from the shiny red apple with her big mouth, then as she chewed she said, “Seriously heartbroken.” 
“You’ll mend,” Jack said, leaning a bit more weight on Sunshine than he’d like, but not wanting to sit again. Standing felt good. 
Zuma took another bite and with the apple between her fingers she pointed to the pair. “So this happened? Congrats.” 
“You teach a boy to walk again and he becomes infatuated with you, what can I say?” Sunshine said. 
“Hmm,” Zuma said. “I’ll remember that.” 
“You don’t need to go find a paralyzed victim though, Z,” Sunshine said.
The acrobat paused. It was the friendly tone in Sunshine’s voice that struck her oddly. “Yeah, why is that?” 
Sunshine tossed her long hair over her shoulder as she shook her head. “Oh, you know why.” 
“Did you come over here on your own?” Jack suddenly asked, his eyes changing with worry. 
“It’s two trailers down,” Zuma said, rolling her eyes. “I’m tired of being caged and supervised.”
“You know it’s for your own good. You aren’t safe by yourself,” Jack said.  
“I’m fine, Jack. I was coming to check in on you and your progress with the plan,” Zuma said, chucking the half-eaten apple in the trash.  
“Well, we need to make a change, but I’m hopeful,” he said, looking down at Sunshine. 
She looked up at him briefly before directing a sincere gaze back at Zuma. “Great circus retaliation plan, Z. It’s pretty impressive that you came up with all this.”
“Thanks. Titus and I hammered it out together,” Zuma said.  
“And if we pull it off…” Sunshine said, trailing off with a hopeful expression. 
“Then we will be free. We can save Dave’s circus,” Zuma said, completing the thought. 
“Exactly,” Sunshine said. “Thanks for that, Z. For working so hard to save us all. You actually have somewhere to go and you stayed instead.” Zuma’s home was ten minutes away. She could have been in the safety of her mansion and had the comfort of her loving family. But she remained at Vagabond Circus, enduring the dangers. 
“You know that I’m as willing to leave this circus as you are, Sunny,” Zuma said.  
The empath nodded, a look of pure respect on her face. “I know.” 
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
A hopefulness Zuma hadn’t felt since before Dave died dared to enter her chest. It was a result of so many things: Oliver’s freedom, Titus’s confidence, Jack’s happiness, and now Sunshine’s friendliness. No, things were not all right at Vagabond Circus, but they felt like they had a potential to be…one day. 
Zuma turned down the narrow row that separated the performers’ trailers from sleeper row. Now she had to find out if Ian’s vision had shifted. Was the one where the curse was broken and she experienced happiness a future reality? That was also the reality where Jack and Titus and so many others had the best possible futures. It was the one Dave died to protect. 
Jack had tried to stop Zuma from leaving his trailer alone, but she’d been unkind and sprinted out the door, knowing he couldn’t chase after her.  Besides, she hadn’t seen Sebastian all day and guessed he was busy doing some errand or other for Knight. And Zuma needed to get things done. Everyone at Vagabond Circus was following her coordinated plans and that meant she had to ensure everything was perfect. She had to talk to Ian one last time before everything fell into place. Zuma knew that she couldn’t pull the trigger on the plan unless the future spoke the right message. Something clunked in the bottom of Zuma’s stomach. What if the future wasn’t right yet? What would she do then? Feeling suddenly panicked by the thought Zuma sped up, and just then her combat sense caught the movement. 
She halted just in time to avoid colliding with Sebastian as he stepped out, blocking the space between two semis. 
“Hey there, sweetheart,” he said, his hands pressed into the pockets of his black jeans. 
Zuma had been stupid. Careless. She flipped her head over her shoulder and gulped. She’d been an idiot. There, standing behind her, blocking the opening between the semis, was Gwendolyn. The girl, using her super speed, had blurred into the spot and now stood with her arms crossed in front of her tiny chest. Gwendolyn was smaller than Zuma. Not really a match. But the time and energy she took to fight the girl, to push her out of place, would give Sebastian the time he needed to put his hands on her. It had been their plan all along. Sebastian had been biding his time, waiting until Zuma was too reckless and went off on her own. 
Zuma whipped back around to face Sebastian, only three feet in front of her. Gwendolyn at her back stood at the end of the semi, some forty feet away. She had seen the proud look in the girl’s eyes. It was no secret that the girl once named Power-Stopper despised Zuma. Her eyes were constantly narrowed at her and then they’d shift to Finley with pure adoration. 
“So, you caught me,” Zuma said to Sebastian, her eyes on him, but actually studying the place under the trailers on either side of her. Were the spaces big enough for her to slide through easily before he touched her? 
“It appears I have,” he said and pulled his long-fingered hands from his pockets. They hung by his side, like guns in holsters, ready to be whipped out and shot. 
“What is your deal?” Zuma said, and it was obvious she was stalling, but Sebastian didn’t seem to mind as he trailed his cold eyes over her, not hiding their up and down path. “Why do you hate me? Why do you want me dead?”
He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “I don’t hate you. Not at all. I want you,” he said and like his master there was a hiss to his words. Sebastian shrugged, almost looking remorseful. “Wished when I touched you it only paralyzed you, instead of giving you a cardiac arrest.” 
“What?” Zuma said, her heart hammering wildly in her chest. Behind Sebastian she couldn’t make out much, only empty circus grounds and more trailers in the back. 
“Well, then I could do what I want to you over and over again,” Sebastian said, and then there was the regretful shrug again. “But unfortunately once I touch you, you’ll die. Then you’ll grow cold. And cold bodies aren’t as much fun.”
Zuma thought she was going to hurl right then. Her hands hugged her stomach. Stalling wasn’t helping. Soon she’d have to charge at Gwendolyn or dive under the trailer. She had to do something. Try and escape somehow. She dared to turn sideways. This was to give her a way to scope her options, but she directed her voice to Gwendolyn. “And what, are you just going to watch? Are you a sicko too?” 
Zuma’s combat sense told her Sebastian flinched on the other side of her. And Gwendolyn flexed with a new anger. Pissing them off was a part of the strategy. People didn’t react as fast when angry. What most didn’t know was that hostility fills a body with heat and cool bodies move faster. Zuma knew this though. 
“I’m not a sicko,” Sebastian said and took a step forward. “I’m misunderstood.” 
Zuma copied his step, backing up. “No, you misunderstand. I’ve read your thoughts and you are the grossest of humans and completely out of touch.” Then she flicked her eyes at Gwendolyn. “And you’re just as out of touch to think he would ever want you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gwendolyn said, her face flushing with both anger and embarrassment. 
“Who? Who does she want?” Sebastian said, looking at Zuma. He looked a little amused, like this secret was of great interest to him. In truth, Sebastian’s only friend was Gwendolyn and he thought he knew her. 
“Gwendolyn wants the guy standing behind you,” Zuma said and the words stole her breath, both due to fear and also exhilaration. 
“I’m not turning around,” Sebastian said with a laugh. “Nice try though.” 
“It’s better if you don’t,” said Finley, who had materialized like a bullet. Quick and then frozen, like he hit an invisible wall. 
He’s standing too far away, Zuma thought. But he still stood there. His eyes were on Sebastian’s back, his fists clenched, making the veins in his arms bulge. Inside her head she felt Finley there, a presence she hadn’t felt for too long. It was like a fire on a cold night. His thoughts everywhere and then also nowhere in her mind. Intangible as smoke. You’re mine, Zuma. Think and know you’re mine, he said over the telepathic link. 
Sebastian’s eyes widened in shock when he heard Finley’s voice. He shot forward, his poisonous hands reaching for Zuma. She didn’t race backward as he would have expected. Instead, she closed her eyes and thought something very real. I belong to Finley. And just before Sebastian closed the gap between them, Zuma was suddenly wrapped in something, but it was too much of a blur to catch. And then she was gone. Vanished. Sebastian turned, thinking she was behind him, as Finley had been. But the space was empty. No Finley. No Zuma. He turned back, only to find Gwendolyn standing in between the trailers, shaking her head, repulsion on her face. 
“He got away with her,” she said. 
“Why didn’t you stop him, Gwendolyn?” Sebastian said, realizing Finley had teleported Zuma away. “You could have stopped his power.” 
“I know, but it happened too fast,” she said. And in truth, it had happened fast, the series of recent events, but not too fast for Gwendolyn. It had merely been that she’d been distracted at the sudden sight of Finley. He had that effect on her. Made her heart pause. Her pulse gallop. 
***
Finley and Zuma appeared quite suddenly in his trailer, his arms firmly locked around Zuma. She had her head pressed to his chest, eyes closed. The last time she’d teleported with Finley, when they were in Knight’s compound, she’d almost thrown up all over him. It was a disgusting thought right then, because the last thing she wanted to do was be sick. The girl found that her arms were tight into her chest, having barely a second to register what was going to happen when Finley popped into her thoughts. He’d simply said in her head, You’re mine, Zuma. Think and know you’re mine. She knew instantly that this meant he was going to rescue her from Sebastian by way of teleporting. That’s what she had to do for him to teleport with her. He had to hold her and believe she was his to take. And she had to believe she belonged to him. It wasn’t a hard thought for her to think. It had been a forbidden one, but usually those kinds are the easiest to feel. The forbidden ones. 
And Finley had rescued Zuma, who was seconds away from being Sebastian’s victim. But Finley had teleported in front of her, using his super speed he’d wrapped his arms around her, and then he’d teleported them both away. Sebastian had lunged for the girl and Finley nearly was touched by the outstretched hand. Nearly. But he was fast and every movement precise, as his father had taught him. 
For a long minute Zuma didn’t open her eyes, although she knew they were safe in Finley’s trailer. It smelled of him, a warm smell. It felt like him, safe and comforting. She pulled in a long breath and with it the smell of Finley, his arms and body all around her. The girl knew that soon she’d have to open her eyes. To look up at the guy in front of her. Then he’d back up and push her away with his tortured gaze. And because she didn’t beg and couldn’t force him, she’d leave the trailer. He’d follow her, only to ensure she didn’t have another run-in with Sebastian, but he’d follow her as he always did, at a distance. 
“Are you all right?” Finley said, his mouth close to her ear, his breath brushing her hair.
Zuma nodded, her head still down, her eyes still closed. And then as she’d been expecting, he pulled his arms off her. It was a fast movement, like she suddenly burned him with her skin. His arms had only been the device he’d used to transport her. Even though she wasn’t Ian she had read the future well, because as soon as she lifted her head and opened her eyes she saw him backing away, giving her that look. The tortured one. 
“God, Zuma!” he said, his tone punishing, his mouth tight. “What were you thinking?” 
The sudden rush of adrenaline from her near death experience had left Zuma feeling zapped of energy now that she was safe and alone with Finley. “I don’t know,” she said and dropped her chin. She’d put up with so much since Knight had come to Vagabond Circus. Been strong for so long. Pretended not to feel the pain of losing Dave and Jasmine. But as Finley had suspected, her spirit was suffering. The girl of stone was being tarnished by the hot winds that Knight produced and the constant headaches. “I just…” She shook her head, feeling more haunted by the memory of Finley’s arms protectively around her than Sebastian’s recent threat. “Never mind. I’m sorry,” she said and turned her back to him. 
Finley cleared his throat, but found he couldn’t speak. He hadn’t been alone with Zuma in a very long time. It felt like an indulgent pleasure right then, and that was the worst thing ever for a guy who didn’t allow himself to have such things. Again he cleared his throat and in a voice that wasn’t quite his he said, “Where were you going? I’ll take you there now.” 
While Zuma’s back was still to him, he saw her shake her head. “No,” she said, and there were tears in her voice. 
Is she crying? he worried. Was it because she’d almost died or because he was hurting her, as he had so much over the last few months? Hardly speaking to her. Leaving without acknowledging her. Pushing her away. 
Zuma reached into her pocket and he noticed then she was shaking as she pulled out her cell phone. “I’ll have Ian come and get me,” she said, and her voice cracked then with what Finley knew for certain were tears.
“Stop.” The word jumped out of Finley’s mouth. He hadn’t even known he was going to say it. “I’ll take you to Ian.”
She shook her head again, this time more furiously, her whitish blonde hair swaying with the movement. Zuma’s hand was still shaking, Finley observed. He stepped until he was in front of her, a series of graceful movements. She had been crying, a tear hanging on the edge of her jaw. Finley made to reach for her but stopped himself. She had been broken so many times since he met her and he was responsible for all of it. With the back of her sleeve she pushed away the heavy tear that still clung to her skin. 
“You’re safe now. I won’t let Sebastian hurt you,” Finley said. 
Zuma didn’t bring her eyes up to Finley’s, although she wanted to. “He can’t hurt me. He can only kill me,” she said, and knew that was right. The death he delivered was probably quick and almost painless. And then her mouth opened and the rest of what she was thinking fell out. “The only one who really hurts me anymore is you.” 
Slowly Finley’s eyes fell shut as his chin tensed. She was right and he had zero response. Even his father hadn’t punished Zuma with headaches in a while. She had been able to avoid him since Santa Barbara, spending all her time coordinating in the shadows. 
Again Zuma brought the cell phone up, her hands shaking. She swiped through the phone, finding Ian’s number. Zuma knew what she’d just said was hurting Finley, since he was still frozen, his eyes closed, his chest tense. She turned from him to give him space. To give him the privacy to wear the hurt on his face. She pressed the phone to her head. It rang once. Twice. Three times. Zuma blew out a frustrated breath when it went to voice mail. 
Ian had gotten the call. Knew what Zuma wanted. But he wasn’t going to help her. She needed to stay where she was. 
“Damn it,” she said and ended the call, not leaving a message. Then Zuma found Titus’s number. Before she could call a hand reached over her shoulder, taking the phone from her. She froze. The girl didn’t turn to Finley to ask him why he’d taken her phone. She pulled in a steadying breath, trying to figure out what she should say now that they were locked in that tiny space alone. But before she could she felt the most unexpected thing. Arms belonging to Finley wrapped around her from behind. His arms slid over hers. His chest pressed into her back. And he didn’t stop until he was locked around her, his head pressed up next to hers.
“I’m sorry, Zuma,” he said. Those three words carried more meaning than anything he’d said all his life. They said he loved her. That he wanted her. That he pushed her away and that it hurt him. That not being able to be with her was his curse. And that he didn’t like it, but he didn’t know how to change it. And then he said what he knew he had to, to keep her safe. “But we can’t do this.” 
Zuma laid her hand over his forearm, but didn’t hug into him. She wrapped her fingers around his arm and tugged, ever so gently, but still the intent was clear. The movement said, “Don’t.” 
Defeated in almost every way that mattered, Finley dropped his arms and stepped back as Zuma turned to face him. For many months these two had left so much unsaid. All their words were sealed inside hearts they had almost forgotten were locked, keys lost. Zuma looked at Finley now, giving him a cautious stare. She slid another set of tears away, off her cheeks. Her expression shifted into one he couldn’t quite figure out. It was one of pain, but also something else. Emptiness, he thought. 
“I can’t,” Zuma started, her words slow, painful. “I can’t keep reaching out for you. I’m not as strong as you are, Finley. And every time you pull me in tight and then push me away it tears at a part of my soul. Not having you is worse than my curse, because I’ve never known what happiness feels like. I don’t know what I’m missing. But with you, I’ve felt your love and not having it now is agony.” 
Feeling a sudden weight from Zuma’s words, Finley pinned his hands behind his head trying to force oxygen into his lungs. He wanted to lean over to stop the pounding in his head. Finley would have left then but this was his trailer and he didn’t have anywhere else to go that felt safe. So instead he said, “What do you want me to do?” And it was a serious question that he really needed an answer to. He was forced to work side by side with the girl before him, to hold her in their acts. To carry her. To pretend they were in love and that they weren’t. He was forced to be with her constantly and forced himself hardly to look at her, afraid his father would be jealous of the devotion he felt for her. That his father would punish Zuma for owning his son’s attention. 
“Finley, I almost died earlier. You pushing me away isn’t keeping me safe anymore. All you’re doing is punishing the both of us,” Zuma said. “And if you hadn’t shown up earlier and rescued me, then I would have died and all our months of depriving each other of each other would have been a waste.”  
He brought his hands down off his head. Again he said, “What do you want me to do?” 
“Don’t push me away. Not now. Not tomorrow. And no matter who is around.”
He looked at her like she was asking him to throw her off a cliff. “Zuma—”
“You asked, that’s what I want,” she said. 
He closed his eyes and pictured this strange reality where they didn’t hide their affection for one another. Maybe they were discreet, but they didn’t hide it. They were prisoners at the circus, but they were free about their feelings. It felt like he was imagining living on another planet. Finley opened his eyes and looked at the girl before him, the one he hardly ever looked away from and hardly allowed himself to really study. 
“Well?” she said, and her voice sounded so tired. 
“Zuma, if I lose you—”
“Then at least you had me,” she said, and the most poetic smile laced itself on her pained face. And that expression simultaneously hurt Finley and made him feel that he could breathe again. 
Come here, he said in her head as he extended his hand to her. 
Zuma’s face shifted into a tentative look as her feet brought her to him. She didn’t take his hand, but rather slid her arms around his waist, tucking herself into him. 
And this, to Finley, was proof that she owned him because that very action lifted a pain so searing out of him. Her arms. Her affection could heal him. And the absence of it had been killing him. Literally putting a strain on his physical heart. Pushing his body to a dangerous capacity. Finley let out a long weighted sigh. He squeezed her into him before peeling back from her a few inches. Zuma’s face looked up at him, smileless, but seemingly satisfied. Finley was about to lean over and kiss her when she pulled her hand up and placed her finger to his lips, pausing him. “Finley, I love you.” 
And he didn’t know until that moment that words had that kind of power. The power to transport. To make him feel like he was floating. To make him feel strong and weak at the same time. Finley leaned down and rested his forehead on Zuma’s. He had said those words to her. Maybe too many times. But to hear them… Only an inch away, she smiled at him. A nervous one. It was in response to the strange, almost cynical look that had just touched Finley’s face. 
“Do you mean that?” he said, his tone even. 
“Of course I do,” she said, pulling back from him, jumping into defensive mode. “I have never said that to a guy. Never felt it for anyone like this.” Her emotions were all over the place. The beautiful, healing moment now felt strangled by him questioning her love. She backed up another step, growing with frustration. But Finley was already pulling her back from where she retreated. His skeptical expression was replaced by an endearing one. 
“Shhh, don’t be mad at my question, Zuma,” he said, both hands gently resting on either side of her neck holding her face, directing it at him. “I’ve just never been told that. By anyone.” 
She blinked back a wallop of tears that shot through her being trying to escape. His words assaulted her insides. “No?” she said in disbelief and wanted to take it back instantly. 
Finley simply nodded. 
Zuma slid in close to him and angled her mouth next to his ear, standing up on her tiptoes. “I love you, Finley. I love you. I love you. I love you,” she said over and over and over, feeling his chest rise and fall rapidly against hers. His hands were now around her back, her arms around his neck. The two pulling each closer, trying to crawl into the other person. Finley slipped back enough to find Zuma’s mouth and kissed her, a gracious affection in his every move. He pulled her up until her feet came off the ground and she laughed against his mouth, a freeing feeling taking over them both. 
 
***
 
The next morning Finley was awoken by the sunlight streaming through a crack in the curtains. The warm beam of sun streaked across his face and gave light to the best sight in his whole life. Lying curled beside him was Zuma, already awake and staring at him. She lay on her stomach, her head rested on her hands. Finley reached out and pushed a piece of tangled hair from her face so he could see her better.
“So it wasn’t a dream,” he said. 
“Definitely not,” she said, sliding in closer to him, a slight smile on her face. She slid her nose against his and then her mouth kissed his once. “I love you, Finley.” 
He blinked down at her with a tamed look. 
“Is this what normal people do?” he asked. “Do they wake up every day next to someone they love and receive affection?” 
“I wouldn’t know what normal people do,” she said, and curled her head down until it was resting on his chest, his heartbeat music to her ears.
 
 



Chapter Sixty-Six 
Everything is about timing. Everything. Dave knew that. Ian had been taught that early on. And he had made it his mission to find the right timing for the events at Vagabond Circus. 
Things have to happen now, he thought to himself as he crossed his meaty arms in front of his chest. Then he waited for the figure he knew was about to appear to walk out in front of the big top. From Ian’s vantage point, twenty yards away, he could barely make out the details of the man. However, Knight’s features were unique enough that he was recognizable from twenty stories up or twenty yards away. 
Okay, Ian thought, I’ve orchestrated this. Now I sit back and watch. My job is done. He then slipped his eyes closed, to watch the events of the near future as they played in his head. 
 
***
Knight approached Gwendolyn, who was surprised to see her master. She halted on her path between the big top and the trailers. In her hand she held a Styrofoam container. It was hot on the bottom and she used her hand under it for extra support even though it was slightly burning her skin. Gwendolyn, who was always by Knight’s side lately, had stepped away to grab his dinner since Bill, the circus chef, was strangely too busy to deliver the meal as he usually did for the owner of Vagabond Circus. The red-headed girl dropped her eyes to the straw-strewn ground. 
“Master, was I not quick enough? I hurried as fast as I could,” she said, vibrating with anxiety. The idea of disappointing her master was tantamount to cutting off one of her limbs. Gwendolyn had only suffered from the headaches a few times. Her skill as a power stopper didn’t work on Knight, which was typical of skills like that. Gwendolyn couldn’t stop powers like Sebastian’s, since his skill resided in the physical makeup of his body, and she also couldn’t stop clairvoyance, telepathy, or empathy. Her ability worked on skills that were physical, like blocking people with telekinesis, levitation, super speed, pyrokinesis, and teleporting. If it affected the user’s body then she could stop it but if it affected the mind then she was powerless. 
“No, you weren’t quick enough,” Knight said, his hands clasped behind his back. “Toss that in the trash. I don’t want cold food.”
“But Master, it isn’t—”
“Throw it away,” Knight said in a quiet voice. Gwendolyn would have expected him to yell one of those words but he didn’t. Still she stepped three feet and deposited the steaming box of rice and vegetables into the trash can. She then turned, head down to her master. Gwendolyn expected to be punished with a headache but instead Knight said, “I actually need you for a job.” 
“Oh, yes, Master. Thank you, Master,” Gwendolyn said, realizing the mind-stabbing pain wasn’t about to riddle her brain. 
“Open the flap of the tent,” he said and from Gwendolyn’s peripheral she noticed Knight pointing at the big top which stood beside them. 
She didn’t question this odd request, only took off at once, pulling one of the two flaps of the entrance back. The big top was dark and empty since they were in between shows. Knight marched through at once and as dutiful as ever, Gwendolyn took the position behind her master. She stayed three paces behind him, her eyes on his long back, watching for the sign that he was about to stop. The young girl didn’t want to run into him since he always stopped so abruptly. The man she’d known all her life, who had bestowed incredible wisdom and discipline on her, whom she’d follow through fire, led her to the curtain at the back of the ring. He didn’t stop abruptly as usual, but rather slowed a degree before halting. She arched a suspecting eyebrow at him but halted in her mark, three feet beside him. They stood staring at the teal blue velvet curtain. She wondered what this job would include. Knight had such an impressive hold on the people of Vagabond Circus that her help hadn’t been as necessary as it was in the beginning. She longed to block someone’s power again, and watch the aftermath like she did when she stopped Padmal’s telekinesis, sending the sharp blade into her foot, pinning her to the ground. Her master always came up with the craftiest ways to use her skill, like when she blocked Jack’s levitation skill, making him fall to what should have been his death. 
“Go and stand by the curtain,” Knight said. 
“Yes, Master,” Gwendolyn said, her stomach giddy with anticipation. 
He was positioning her so she was in place for his next stunt. She couldn’t wait to find out what it was and what insubordinate would suffer for not complying with her master’s every demand. She kept her eyes low once in place, the curtain barely brushing her back. 
“Move two feet to the right, so you are in front of the seam,” Knight ordered, his words not alternating between slow and an urgent rush, like they usually were. He spoke with an even pace. Gwendolyn almost jerked her eyes up to look directly at her master. 
“Don’t you dare look at me. You move into place now or suffer,” Knight said and this time his voice was right, fast at first and then slow. And he, who knew how to study people, knew she was raising her eyes. All paranoia skipped out of her as she sidestepped to the right, directly in front of the curtain’s seam. 
“Good. Now close your eyes and remain completely still. This won’t take long,” Knight said.  
Close my eyes? she wondered, but did as she was told. Her blood drummed in her head as a smile wrapped around her mouth. Gwendolyn could hardly wait to find out who would be punished, and how. She felt the curtain behind her swish softly against her head. Her eyes popped open and Knight stood still in front of her. 
“I said keep your eyes closed. Now you’ll be punished,” he said, in that same way she was used to. Quick then slow words.  
Gwendolyn expected her head to explode with blood vessels threatening to split. Instead there was a different horrible threat. From behind her, hands clapped down on her throat, cutting off her esophagus and therefore her air supply. Her first reaction was to grab the hands. She tried to rip them off her but they were strong. Calloused. Unrelenting. She dropped her knees, hoping to use her body weight to pull the force off her. But the strong arms didn’t give up. This actually made the cinch around her neck worse. Her head felt like it was about to erupt and still she could see the feet of her master in front of her, not caring about the punishment. She’d never looked directly at him, not since she was a baby and had learned not to. Now she raised her eyes, intent on finding a solution to this mystery. From her oxygen-deprived state she could still make out the sharp features of his pale face. Crooked nose. Thin lips. Small dark eyes. And a forehead that stretched up a long way to a pointy bald head. And although he was standing, watching her struggle and die, he was still beautiful. 
Spots popped into her vision. Bright spots. Black spots. So many they took over. Her head was hot with blood. Her heart slowing. And still the hands tightened, and wrung slightly. Gwendolyn pressed her fingernails into the hands but she knew that was doing little damage. She had little left. Her feet were now not under her because she couldn’t hold herself up. The person behind her was strong though. Steady. And held her up by her neck, choking out her air, unaffected by any of her attempts to fight. She hardly even questioned her master but her last thought was, Why? Why are you doing this?

“I’m sorry, Gwendolyn,” Knight said. And she could barely hear him over the beating in her head. “If there was another way. But we can’t win with you alive.” 
We? she thought and then her eyes slipped shut and her last remaining oxygen reserves depleted, making her heart go out, never to beat again. 
Knight’s form flickered and then disappeared. 
From the side of the curtain Oliver stepped out. He looked at the girl’s limp figure hanging loosely in the hands protruding through the curtain. He flinched from the sight of the dead girl, but didn’t look away. Zuma stepped out beside him but didn’t flinch. Her expression remained stone. 
“It’s done. She’s dead. No more consciousness,” she said, having stolen a link into the girl’s head. It was how she’d been able to make corrections and communicate suspicions Gwendolyn had when interacting with Oliver’s illusion of Knight. 
The hands dropped the girl and she crumpled to the ground. Then the curtain pulled back and Jack looked down at the girl, the one he’d strangled. He didn’t kneel but he did drop his head slightly. 
“I forgive you, Gwendolyn.” And then he stepped around the body and with a confidence Zuma had never witnessed before, he walked forward. He didn’t hesitate. Every step was strong. Deliberate. Full of grace only Jack possessed. One unique to him. He walked until he was just in front of Oliver and her. “It is done. Good work.” 
Zuma slid up next to him. She looked up at her friend. Cupped his face. “You, Jack Fuller, did the right thing. Thank you.” 
He nodded, his head in her hands. The burden of taking a life already lay across his heart. “I know you’re right,” he said.  
She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I’m so proud of you.” 
He smiled at her. “Thank you.” 
And at their back they heard the two crew members picking up the girl’s body. She would be deposited in a respectful manner, but no reports made. She was one of Knight’s kids and they, as far as the government knew, didn’t exist. Zuma hooked her arm through Jack’s and with Oliver in the lead the three walked out of the big top.
 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
“I thought I might find you here.” Knight’s voice made Sebastian jump to attention. The boy had been leaning against the trailer beside Zuma’s, which was empty because it used to belong to Jasmine and no one wanted a dead girl’s trailer. 
Knight always moved with a silent grace so Sebastian wasn’t surprised that he snuck up on him from behind. What surprised the boy was that Knight was there at all. His master was regimented. He always ate meals at the same time. This was his dinner time, which was why the boy had taken the hour to stalk his favorite prey. Zuma had gotten away but next time Finley wouldn’t save her. Hell, next time Finley would go down with her. He was looking forward to the things he’d do to Zuma when she was dead. He didn’t mind dead bodies. Actually, before his kiss from Padmal, dead bodies were the extent of his knowledge when it came to intimate experiences. 
“Yes, Master. Here I am. Is everything all right? Do you need me for something?” Sebastian said, snapping to attention, jerking his eyes to the ground. 
“Of course I need you. Why else would I come and find you?” 
“Right, Master. My apologies. What can I do for you?” 
“Follow me, Sebastian,” Knight said and pivoted at once and walked through the space between the trailers. Nestled behind that row of trailers sat a strip of forest. It was unmanaged since the city of Thousand Oaks had strict regulations regarding interfering with the wild agriculture. Knight marched through the thicket of trees, having to duck several times due to low-hanging branches or curtains of vines. Twice he almost tripped on thick roots camouflaged by clumps of leaves. On Knight’s second stumble Sebastian watched his master with a renewed interest. Yes, managing the forest was hard for even Sebastian, who was close to two feet shorter than Knight. However, Knight was used to his stature and also moved without error, no matter what. Sebastian’s master was not a clumsy man. Not ever. 
“Master, are you all right?” Sebastian said the third time a hard-to-see vine caught Knight up. They were deep into the thick trees now. The Vagabond Circus couldn’t be seen behind them. 
Knight whipped around and Sebastian darted his eyes away so he wouldn’t be caught looking at the man. “How dare you ask me a question of that sort. Of course I’m all right.” 
“It’s just that you—”
“Do you want a chance at Zuma or not?” Knight said, cutting off the boy.  
Sebastian paused. Was Knight going to give him a gift? He had said that he was on his way to earning something. Sebastian thought that meant more money or more freedoms. More of a rein, like the opportunity to actually leave the circus at night and put his hands on people out late. Knight had always forbidden this but he was giving Sebastian more privileges since he showed him so much loyalty. 
“Yes, that’s right,” Knight said, his voice that unmistakable tone, like a record scratching. “I’ve ordered Gwendolyn to detain her out here. Zuma thinks she’s meeting with Finley. He told me she scheduled the meeting to figure out how to take me out. Can you believe she was so naive to not realize my son would turn her in?” 
“Yes, that’s very noble of Finley, Master,” Sebastian said. Too loyal, Sebastian thought. It was hard to believe the guy who had just saved Zuma from his touch a few days ago would turn the girl in. That didn’t sound in accordance with Finley’s past behavior. What was more likely was Knight was being set up. 
“Master, I don’t think this is a good idea,” Sebastian said and again Knight, who had continued the trek through the forest, stopped and turned, making the boy drop his eyes. 
“Are you telling me you don’t trust my judgment?” Knight said.  
“No, not at all. I don’t trust the people at Vagabond Circus, Master.” 
“What is it that you want to do? I’m offering you full access to Zuma. Touch her. Take her off my hands. Get her away from my son.” 
“I’ll do it. But I don’t think you should accompany me. What if it’s a trap, Master?” Sebastian said.  
Knight narrowed his eyes with satisfaction, but Sebastian didn’t see it since his gaze was averted. “And if it is a trap?” 
“Well, then I’ll take down the attacker. None of them can beat me. They can run but then at least we will know who you should punish.” 
From Sebastian’s peripheral he spied Knight nod. “Very well. You will walk to the end of this forest. There’s a clearing there. Cross it and you will find Zuma waiting for you. The trees are too dense in that spot so she’ll be trapped. And Gwendolyn is stationed close by so Zuma won’t be able to use her combat sense on you.” 
“Okay, I’ve got this,” Sebastian said, his eyes a little higher than usual when facing Knight. “I’ll go now.” 
“Very good.” And Knight turned and walked back the way they’d come a few paces. 
Sebastian hadn’t moved off yet. “Oh, and one more thing,” the boy said, feet apart, head held high. 
Knight turned and Sebastian was looking at him directly. “You’ve always punished me for not calling you Master in every address. Which means you aren’t my master.” 
The fake Knight stumbled back, his large feet catching on a root again. Sebastian lurched forward, hands out. 
Because the shape shifter was granted all the skills of the person he took on, Benjamin shot Knight’s cognitive torture at Sebastian and the boy dropped to a crouch, the intense pressure making him cradle his head. Seizing his opportunity, Benjamin pulled Knight’s oversized frame back up and ran for the clearing where they’d been headed. He had only one more opportunity to fix this but he’d have to move without error. He leapt over logs and knocked Knight’s wide shoulders into unseen twigs. Then to his horror he heard another set of footsteps behind him. He dared to look and realized that his focus on getting away had released Sebastian from the headache he’d hit him with. Benjamin considered giving him another one but the adrenaline racing through him made it impossible to focus enough to be successful. All his efforts were on getting away. Sebastian was now just behind him. He could feel the boy reaching out for him and in his large body he moved so much slower than the boy. Sebastian’s hand was almost on Benjamin when he made the impromptu decision and morphed instantly back into his ten-year-old figure. Suddenly he was sprinting at twice his previous speed. 
“What the hell?” Sebastian said behind him. 
Benjamin dared to look over his shoulder. Sebastian was still after him but the shock of watching his master’s form slide into Benjamin’s tiny body had slowed him considerably. Benjamin raced until he was on the other side of the clearing, hidden back inside a thicket of trees, and only then did he turn and see Sebastian halt. 
The boy laughed. “Nice try, Benjamin. And nice trick. Now that I know you’re a traitor you’re really dead. You’ll have to come out of there and when you do I’ll be waiting.” 
Benjamin looked up at the figure beside him and nodded. Her hair made it hard to really see her but he could make out her pale face nod back. “I’ve got this now, Benny,” Sunshine said. “You may want to look away.” 
“No, I want to watch,” the boy said.  
She nodded and then stepped out into the clearing. The empath was dressed all in black as usual, which made it hard to see her standing in the woods. “You won’t be waiting, Sebastian,” she called across the clearing. Sebastian was twenty yards away, closer to the other side of the opposite forest. 
“What are you doing here, freak?” he yelled. 
“I’m convicting and sentencing you,” she said and walked forward, her combat boots mashing down the long grass under her feet. 
Another laugh. “Of what?” Sebastian said. 
“Are you or are you not responsible for Dr. Dave Raydon’s death?” she said, still moving forward. 
“Oh, is that what this is about?” he said, his hands on his hips and his black hair hanging in his face. “Yeah, so what? I was following orders.” 
“And what about Jasmine Reynolds-Underwood?” Sunshine said, her long black skirt taking pieces of grass with it as she walked. She was now fifteen yards away. 
“I was bored,” Sebastian said with a sneer. “Look, I don’t really have the time for this. You and Benjamin should leave the circus now that I know you’re traitors. But even then I will hunt you down and kill you.” 
“Not if I kill you first,” Sunshine said in a playful tone. 
The boy’s laugh sounded cold in the clearing as it echoed with no joy. “What are you going to do? Set me on fire? I’m pretty certain I can stop, drop, and roll. And you’re too far away. I’ll be in that forest and gone in no time.” 
“I’m closing in on you,” Sunshine said, moving forward, now ten yards from him. 
“Well, how about we end this then?” Sebastian said. And he took off at the girl, hand outstretched and aimed at her bare arm. 
Sunshine stopped, raised her own hand, and shot a neat bit of fire at the boy, but it missed. He laughed, continuing to close the distance. When he was almost ten feet from the girl he halted. 
“Looks like we get to have a showdown,” Sebastian said. “One ball of flame from you will burn me, but one touch from me will kill you. How about we count to three and take our best shots.” 
And he was right. The odds were in his favor, but they were also in the favor of the person who had planned for this disadvantage. 
“That sounds great, ’Bastian. Oh, and also notice your clothes are a bit stiff today. I took the liberty of doing your laundry. I used a solvent known as chlordane. It’s odorless and also highly flammable. Thank me for it while you burn in hell,” Sunshine said. 
Sebastian’s eyes widened. He lurched forward to close the distance but that only gave Sunshine a better shot. She aimed and hit him square in the chest with a large ball of fire. It knocked the boy back several feet, and what would have scorched him but disappeared, suddenly spread with vengeance. Fire ran over the surface of the boy, covering him like a suit. It licked up to his face where it paused as he screamed for mercy. He then threw himself to the dry earth but that only added kindling to the fire, which spread through the grass, smoking and growing hotter. Sunshine watched, feeling the pain and torture in the boy. She thought it was only fair to feel the emotions of the first person she’d ever killed. Then she looked up to the sky, closing her eyes against the bright fire in front of her. A tear slipped down her cheek, tasting of salt as it fell into her mouth. It was a welcome taste over the smoke and burning flesh. 
“I love you, Dave. And now you have the retribution you never would have asked for, but I needed to give you,” she said and then felt the warm hand slip into hers and squeeze. She didn’t look at the figure melting before her, only pulled her gaze down to the boy beside her. Sunshine slipped her hand from Benjamin’s and put her arm around his shoulder, turning him back toward Vagabond Circus. 
“Let’s get out of here, what do you say?” 
He nodded up at her, his lip pressed firmly between his teeth.
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
Knight’s fingers drummed on the desk he had set up in his semi. The place was quite cozy and didn’t resemble a truck at all. That’s what money and unlimited man hours did for a person. He swiveled his eyes to the antique clock on the far wall. Gwendolyn was late with his food by exactly thirteen minutes and twenty-six seconds. That was unacceptable. She would be punished severely for the incompetence. And still, it was so unlike her. She met expectations, or rather exceeded them, most of the time. Knight threw down the pen he’d just had in his other hand. He couldn’t focus knowing the girl had tarnished her almost perfect record. It made him livid enough to upturn the desk in front of him which once belonged to FDR.
Knight slid back from the desk, his hands gripping it. He had pretty much made up his mind to overturn the piece of furniture, even though that would most likely leave it in an irreparable state. But just then something bright flew by the door at the back of the truck, the one he left partially ajar to encourage air flow. Knight stood, his eyes pinned on the open door. Again an orb of sorts flew past the open space, but it paused and hovered just in the doorway before zooming off. 
“What the hell?” Knight said, wondering who was daring to disturb his dinner schedule. They should all know better. Then the orb returned, flying straight into Knight’s chamber and pausing just inside the space. It was a bright ball of light. No discerning curves or details, it was like the sun, too bright to see properly. 
“What are you?” he said to the extraterrestrial object. 
In answer it zoomed out of the semi and out into the grounds. Knight bolted forward and ripped the door back at once. The orb of light hovered just in front of his truck and then flew to the right. Knight’s eyes followed it and then it disappeared between two rows of trailers. He squinted, his gaze blurred by the setting sun. 
“Damn fools and their tricks,” he said, thinking it was one of the crew members playing with their lame gifts. That’s why they were all crew members, because they didn’t have a useful skill for performing, like his son, Finley. 
Knight was just about to turn back to his desk when someone impossible happened out from between the rows of trailers. Not only was it impossible for this man to be walking around the grounds of Vagabond Circus, but he was strolling casually, whistling and twirling his top hat around one finger. Knight blinked at the figure draped in evening sunlight. It had to be one of Oliver’s illusions. He would make the boy pay. And then the figure of Dave Raydon knelt and picked up something from the ground. The dead ringmaster held up the shiny penny between his gloved fingers as if inspecting it. Then he pocketed the found money. Illusions couldn’t pick up objects in the physical realm. But Dave was dead. Knight knew that. 
His brother strolled through the grounds until he disappeared into the big top, a little ways off. Knight didn’t believe for a second that his dead brother was ambling around the grounds of his circus. And still he had to believe his eyes. And then two other figures stepped out from the same spot where Dave had originated. One with red hair and the other with a head full of black hair. The two looked at the semi where Knight stood, but they were looking straight into the bright setting sun. They squinted. Gwendolyn even put her hand over her eyes like a visor and then shook her head at Sebastian. The two, as though deciding Knight wasn’t watching them, darted across the grounds in the direction of the big top. Knight guessed they couldn’t see him standing there in the doorway because of the direction of the sun.
They both checked over their shoulders before disappearing into the big top. Knight shook his head. He didn’t know what was going on but he was going to get to the bottom of this damn mystery and he was going to do it right then. He only wished Finley was there, but he’d sent his son on an “errand” to take care of some patrons who had disgraced the side of the big top with graffiti. Knight stepped down from the semi easily and stalked east toward the big top.
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
From Titus’s vantage point, located behind Knight’s semi-truck, he knew they had been successful. The ringmaster had taken the bait and was now crossing the grounds, headed in the direction of the big top. It had been Titus who produced the ball of light. He’d always hated that he had such a lame skill, the ability to illuminate. He was in essence a walking flashlight. While some Dream Travelers could read minds or teleport, Titus was only really useful in a power outage. Dave didn’t think the creative director’s gift was lame at all and mentioned it on several occasions. 
“Don’t you see, old friend, that you have the ability to illuminate because that’s what you do in other people’s lives?” Dave had said to Titus multiple times. “You produce light in the physical world as your Dream Traveler gift, but your gift as a human is that you bring that light out of people.” 
Titus always thought Dave must be projecting himself onto him, because he didn’t think he brought out much in most people. That was what Titus had thought, but presently he was thinking that Dave was right. Titus had swelled with pride when he watched Benjamin do the perfect impersonation of Dave a few minutes prior. He had worked with the boy for hours, ensuring that the ten-year-old didn’t just look the part of the dead ringmaster, but also acted the part, using Dave’s true mannerisms and flashing Dave’s easy smile. And Oliver, who had trouble crafting real people to detail, was able to create two exact replicas of Gwendolyn and Sebastian. Titus had helped with this. The creative director held out his hand and made a sphere of light appear there and smiled at it. My job is to illuminate, and for now my job is done, he thought to himself. 
Everyone at Vagabond Circus had done their job that day, except for one. He would be the only employee in the big top when Knight entered it. And everyone was ordered to stay out of the big top no matter what. That had been Finley’s one request. “This war will end between father and son,” he had said during the final planning meeting. “I want no one there to be used against me. I want no one hurt in this final battle.”
Titus had thought that Finley sounded much like his uncle saying those words. Finley had always reminded Titus of Dave in a way, and now he knew why. 
Titus watched as Knight paused momentarily before entering the big top. Now Finley would have to do something that his uncle was never prepared to do. He’d have to risk his life by taking Knight’s. Two men were in the big top and only one would walk out. 
 



Chapter Seventy
The big top was dark when Knight entered. He paused in the entrance, but not because his eyes had to adjust. He could see fine in the dark, just like everyone in his family. It was a gift they all shared, like the ability to curse. He paused to take in his surroundings, since he suspected he had just been led into a trick. Still, anyone foolish enough to trick him would only find themselves defeated, he thought. 
Nothing was out of place in the big top. The seats were set up. The performance equipment stowed away in the practice tent, and the curtain pulled as it always was. And Dave? Where is he? Knight had seen him enter the big top, but it was empty now. Knight’s ability to torture through cognition made it so he could feel the minds around him, pick up on their energies. However, he felt no presence in the big top. 
“Gwendolyn? Sebastian?” Knight said, his voice loud and clear. 
Only silence met his ears. He stepped forward, his head held high. The man didn’t care for games. Had never played them as a child. Knight didn’t actually believe in the luxury of playing. It corrupted people’s minds. Made them soft and chipped away at the opportunity for discipline. 
In truth, the big top wasn’t empty. Benjamin had already cleared the space and exited through the practice tent at the back. However, hovering just inside the big top was Finley, but his father couldn’t feel the presence of his mind. The acrobat pressed his eyes closed and said a final prayer before teleporting. 
***
Knight was about to turn around and storm out of the big top when an unmistakable figure appeared in the middle of the ring. He could clearly see the features of his son’s face, which were much more proportionate than his own. His nose the right fit for his face. His chin the right degree of roundedness. His eyes not small, like Knight’s, but wide and unmistakably the greenish hazel shade of his mother Cynthia’s. Thankfully, Knight thought, his son took after his mother in appearance; otherwise he would have been more a freak than an acrobat. 
“Finley,” Knight said, not a question in his voice, although it was too dark for most to see in the big top. “What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be done with the job I sent you on yet.”
“I didn’t do it,” Finley said, his chest held tall, his chin high too. He could see his father without issue, as well. Knight’s snow white skin seemed to glow in the darkened big top. His long face and its features told Finley what he already knew. Knight was pissed. Pissed that he’d been led to the big top. Pissed that Gwendolyn and Sebastian appeared to be acting insubordinately. And pissed that he, Finley, had not done the job he was assigned. 
“You what?” Knight said, his voice rising. 
“I. Didn’t. Do. It.” Finley said each word deliberately. “I haven’t done any of the jobs you’ve assigned to me recently.”
Knight marched forward until he was only a few feet from Finley. “Why?” He hissed out the word. 
“Because hurting people is wrong,” Finley said and crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
“That’s not for you to decide, SON!” Knight said, yelling the last word. 
“How I live my life is my decision.” 
“That has never been the way things are. You are mine. You were mine when I adopted you. And you are mine now that I know you’re my son. You don’t have the liberty of making your own decisions unless you want others to suffer,” Knight said, racing through parts of some sentences and deliberately slowing on others. 
“You aren’t going to hurt anyone anymore, Father,” Finley said, and the last word had a bite to it. 
“You don’t get it, do you, Finley? You think that people shouldn’t be hurt? You’ve always had that wrong notion. I watched you flinch when the kids in your set growing up were hit with headaches. You didn’t understand then, and you don’t comprehend it now, that I was disciplining them.”
“You were killing them. That’s what happened to the kids in my set. All of them,” Finley said, allowing his emotions to spill out of him as he flung his arms out wide. 
“The weak die from discipline. That’s the natural order of things, Finley. That’s why you survived. You are my son. You are strong. But you are also flawed in your ability to see things clearly.” 
“It is not for you to decide who gets punished. You aren’t God. You don’t control the natural order of things. That’s not your job,” Finley said. 
“So you didn’t punish the kids who disgraced the side of my big top? Or punish any of the other kids I’ve assigned you to go after? Don’t you get that you’re allowing chaos when I’m trying to stop it?” Knight said. 
“There was never chaos or theft or violence by our patrons before you were the ringmaster. When Dave led this circus, he inspired good behavior by being good.” 
“Don’t you dare speak to me about my BROTHER!” Knight said and he raised his hand as if to strike Finley. However, Finley teleported back several feet just as Knight’s long arm swung through the air. He was quick, like Finley, and the movement barely missed his son. 
“You always had no issue striking me,” Finley said through gritted teeth. Too often he’d felt Knight’s oversized hand and heard the speech about how he was making him stronger. 
“What are you doing, Finley? Are you acting out? Are you having doubts about your role in this family?”
“This is not a family. And what I’m doing is putting a stop to you and your demonic rule. It’s gone on too long, Father.” 
Knight laughed, one so loud that Finley could have sworn it made the support beams of the big top vibrate. “You are naïve. You are as diluted as the people you try and protect. Gwendolyn! Sebastian!” Knight yelled his kids’ names loud enough that Finley was sure the circus members who were no doubt stationed outside the tent could hear it. Actually he was fairly certain his father’s yells could be heard at the edge of the circus. “Gwendolyn! Sebastian!” Knight called again a few seconds later.
“They won’t be coming,” Finley said plainly. 
“What did you do with them? Where are they?” And there was a hint of worry in Knight’s eyes. He was strong, but without the ability to stop others’ powers or kill them with touch he was at a significant disadvantage.
“They won’t ever be coming to help you. Father, you’re on your own.” 
“What did you do with my KIDS?”
“They were punished for helping you,” Finley said. “I didn’t like it, but that’s what had to happen.” 
“Why?” Knight’s voice actually vibrated with something akin to pain. “You killed them? Why would you do that?” 
“Because you can’t be stopped as long as they are around. And they blindly follow you, no matter what you ask. There’s no reasoning with them. They are exactly what you intended them to be. Soldiers. And the worst kind. Unquestioning ones.” 
“Finley, you will pay for this,” Knight said. And if Finley had Zuma’s combat skill then he would have seen his father lunging for him before he did. But his father’s long frame and fast actions made it so he didn’t move before Knight wrapped his hand around Finley’s shirt, and launched him into the air so Finley’s feet flew off the ground. “How dare you try and stop me,” Knight said, spit flew and hit his son in the face. 
Finley wrapped his hand around the arm holding him up off the ground. His father’s skin was cold and tight. He took a steadying breath, knowing Knight was about to throw him through the air. He couldn’t give him a headache, but he could beat him until he couldn’t breathe and had done it on many occasions. Finley let out the breath and then disappeared. 
Knight dropped his hand to his side, looking around the big top for his son who had teleported away. “Oh where, oh where are you going this time?” Knight said, in a demonic sing-song voice. 
On the far side of the ring, next to the curtain, Finley appeared. 
“Why are you doing this?” Knight turned and faced his son straight on. 
“Because I’m tired of watching you abuse. I’m tired of being your pawn. I would rather die than allow you one more day to spread cruelty.”
“Finley, you are asking to die then. You realize that, right?” And Knight raised his hand up and the movement that followed was quick. A single jerk. His hand moved less than a foot through the air, but the result was immediate. The metal scaffolding that held up the large spotlight bent with a rush. The light on the end of it flew loose and raced overhead, straight down at Finley. The acrobat looked up just in time. Instantly he discerned the safest path out of the overhead assault and using his super speed he sprinted to the other side of the ring. But Knight, sensing the direction his son would take, raced, knocking into him, tackling him to the ground. Knight weighed significantly more than his son due to his superior height. 
Metal and glass from the spotlight rained from the trigger effect Knight had caused using his gift to pull down the light support. It dragged down the curtain when it fell on it and this encouraged the other scaffolding on the other side to crash down. 
Father and son rolled. Finley struggled to free himself from the hands seeking to pin him in place. Knight sought to maintain a hold on the guy who could outmaneuver him using his super speed. Knight brought his hand up and before Finley could move, a rain of broken glass stole the acrobat’s attention, which caused him to hesitate. His father’s fist made his teeth shake in his mouth, like they were all loosened at once. His head exploded with white burning pain. The scene in front of him turned black and that’s when he realized he couldn’t fight his way out of this anymore. Finley disappeared.
It took Knight a second to realize his son wasn’t under him. His arm swung out, catching only air. The movement, so hard and meant to be fatal, made the man throw himself in the opposite direction. The domino effects of his earlier actions were still occurring, metal and pieces of the support scaffolding shredding apart, unlacing in pieces. The big top was built like a pyramid and any piece out of place created a shift in the balance. Knight had knocked out one of the principle support mechanisms without knowing it. He rolled over, startled by the screeching of metal above and just then, the side of the big top fell, cutting the space in half. Knight was covered in part of the tent and stumbled out to the other side of the ring, just as another beam flew sideways, crashing down and knocking the man to the ground. It lay oddly across his legs, pinning them in place. The big top shifted all around him, falling down in places, tearing in others. Billowing from the force of the rush of air. 
“Ahhhh!!!” Knight screamed, looking at his pinned legs. The beam had cracked his femur, of that he was positive, but what burned more was his anger. Knight actually loved pain. It made him feel alive, but he hated being trapped. He could manipulate the heavy beam pinning him, but he couldn’t move it. To release himself from that position would take time. He scanned the dark tent. He didn’t know where Finley was and was certain he didn’t have much time. 
The big top was half deflated when it finally stabilized. The remaining support beams had done their job and stayed up, although two of their brethren fell. The scaffolding and beams that fell had finally stopped creating further destruction in their wake. Knight could hardly see this due to the dust clouding the air around him. He could see in the dark, but he couldn’t see through dust particles. 
Knight blinked several times and a figure coated in dust and dark appeared. His son’s unmistakable figure. “Finley,” Knight croaked out, his voice more scratchy than usual. “Help me.” 
Finley stepped forward until he stood only feet from his father. The dust had started to settle, but still his eyes watered from the assault of dirt. “I will help you, Father. I will give you a choice.” 
“A choice!” Knight boomed. “You let me up now and when you do I won’t kill you. How about that?” 
“No,” Finley said, his one word almost too quiet to be heard.
“Well, I’m not going to do whatever it is you want. And we both know you don’t have it in you to kill me. You could never harm anyone easily. There’s no way you’re going to kill your father.”
“I have other ways,” Finley said, and then the dust in the half big top settled at once like it had all been sucked to the earth where it originated. The ambient light that slid around the cracks made by the crash of support beams brightened. All noises, those heard and those unheard, intensified. And the temperature in the tent rose suddenly, making Knight’s long forehead bead with sweat. 
“What are you doing?” Knight asked, although he knew. He’d felt these elemental changes enough times to know what was going to follow. 
“I’m giving you a choice,” Finley said, his chin low, but his eyes on his father who lay before him. The acrobat narrowed his gaze and drew in a long breath. He felt the power, the one granted to him by pulling on the energy of the universe. He hadn’t practiced this enough, but felt that he needed a few more seconds to establish the foundation for the curse that would follow. 
“Don’t you do this, Finley,” Knight said, real terror in his eyes.
“You’ve made me do this,” Finley said, and just then he felt a tug in his core, like the most startling gut feeling ever. It was now or never. When Finley spoke his voice was different. It was louder than he intended, like it was being projected from speakers all over the big top. It made the rug under his feet vibrate. And it burned his lungs. However, he still spoke, each word a deliberate part of his curse. Each word a critical ingredient. Each one spoken with the same amount of power. “As long as you, Charles Knight, have ill will towards others then your heart will not beat. Lungs will not breathe. I give you every chance to live. All you must do is let go of the evil within you if you want to survive,” Finley said and then stopped, holding the force and intention inside his heart and mind, directing all the power he’d borrowed from the elements to them. 
Knight didn’t do anything. Just remained frozen. Finley watched, continuing to hold the focus. The seconds following a curse were the most crucial. His lungs began to burn. His heart began to hurt and he suddenly feared that the curse had backfired. A real repercussion he was aware of. Finley kept the intention of the curse central in his thoughts even as something seemed to shift in his body. He could feel himself degrading, as though years of his life were being stripped out in a few single seconds. The acrobat wanted to crumple to the earth, suddenly feeling the worst exhaustion ever, but forced himself to stay standing. 
And then Knight gasped for breath. His hand flew to his throat, as his eyes widened with pure horror. The man’s mouth hung open wide enough he could have swallowed a golf ball. One of his hands jerked to his chest. He convulsed three times, his head ripping forward with each one. Then he looked up to his son and reached for him, his long arm crossing a large distance. His eyes pleaded. His mouth remained open, unable to pull any oxygen into his lungs. Every part of him was begging to his son who stood before him. 
“You know how to stop this curse,” Finley said, again his voice not his. It was like a voice sung from the heavens. One that made changes. Created laws. Shook the earth. “No ill will towards others, and you live. It is a choice.” 
Knight’s hand flew to his chest, pure grief in his creased face. Finley knew that his father’s heart wasn’t beating and he could only sustain that for a few more seconds. It was a law of the universe that one would live until their brain was too oxygen deprived. And that was the law he had based his curse on, knowing that its construction had to be perfect. He stared down at the man he’d known all his life. The one he’d watched in dream travel form try to murder him when he was a baby. This man was a demon. This was Finley’s father and he was the worst human being ever. 
“Goodbye, Father,” Finley said. “May you rest in peace as I know the world will when you are gone.” 
Knight lay back, his dark eyes blinking up at his son. Then he closed them slowly, and his head fell to the side.  
 



Chapter Seventy-One
The exit to the big top was partially obscured by a portion of the tent that had sunken in. Titus had to hold Zuma back when an internal assault threatened the integrity of the big top and it deflated gradually on one side. She could have fought him but then he whispered, “He didn’t want anyone in there. Especially you. You are his greatest weakness, Zuma.”
She looked up at the creative director and realized he knew that Finley and Zuma were in love. Titus had grown so much over the last few months. He’d matured, but he’d also become intuitive, something she guessed he never allowed himself to be in the past. 
All of Vagabond Circus was watching when the flap to the exit shifted. This was the moment. The moment where they would learn their fate. If Knight exited then they were doomed. They wouldn’t be able to run fast enough. He would curse all of them. More than half a dozen would fall dead with aneurysms. They would die or if they lived, they’d wish they were dead. 
Whoever was fumbling with the extra portion of tent blocking the exit was having trouble determining the way out. The big top was in such a sorry state that it didn’t look like itself anymore. Finally, a hand reached through, finding a path to the outside. Everyone sucked in a collective breath. Everyone’s hearts skipped, like a rock over water. Three long beats followed by two short and then a pause before gravity pulled the stone down to the earth. 
The circus members had made this gamble for themselves, knowing they would rather die than be defeated and lose the circus. The hand pushed the tent flap back, sliding through a small opening. One hand was over his figure covered in dust and dirt and his own blood. Finley’s eyes took a second to adjust to the bright setting sun, which was a stark contrast to the dark tent. Then he dropped his arm from his face and looked out at the sea of people. No one moved. No one made a single sound. No one’s expression changed for several seconds. They all just stared in disbelief at the guy who didn’t look like the one they expected to leave the big top. He was older. Matured. And elegantly beautiful. 
Finley regarded his people, his eyes taking in their expressions of incredulity. He raised his chin and stared straight at Titus. “We are free! Knight is dead,” he said, and his voice was his own again. It came out of him filled with a purity. One that wrapped itself around the people of Vagabond Circus, embracing them. Healing their wounds. 
The entire crowd erupted in an applause bigger than they had ever received at any show. It could be heard miles away. And it went on for longer than any applause had ever lasted at the circus. 
Finley marched forward, the crowd parting for him. Clapping for him. Slapping his shoulder. But the acrobat had his chin down and his eyes on only one person. He reached Zuma in only a few strides. “Your curse will have been lifted now,” he said and stood in front of her, like he was presenting himself. Once the caster was dead, then the curse they created was too. 
With everyone’s eyes on Zuma, she stepped forward and held her hand up, pausing it just before his face. Finley’s lip was bleeding from where Knight had punched him. His skin was flecked with blood from where shards of tiny glass had rained down from the lights. But Zuma didn’t see his injuries as she touched his face which she could hardly believe was before her, and she could hardly understand what she was seeing in his features. 
“What?” he said, reading the confused expression in her eyes. “What is it?”
Her hand paused at his hairline, her eyes running over the part of it owning her attention. Then she ran her fingers through the top left side of his hair. “You have a white streak through your hair,” she said, in awe of it. It was two inches wide and raced from the left of his hairline all the way to the back. Even covered in dust, it contrasted beautifully against his dark brown hair. 
“Oh, yeah,” Finley said, his eyes dropping. “I felt myself aging when I cast the curse. I probably don’t look nineteen anymore.”
Zuma read the shame and disappointment in Finley. Her hand dropped to his chin, pulling it up so his eyes were on her. They were still a strange greenish hazel, but now they’d matured. “You, Finley, are more handsome than ever before.” 
Finley smiled at her and glided his hand over the side of her head, where the pink lay among whitish strands. “I guess we match now, huh, Pink-Streak?” 
“I think that means we’re meant to be together,” Zuma said, aware that all eyes were on them. No one seemed interested in giving the couple any privacy. They were the final act, the finale to the torturous show they’d watched all these months. Watching the two acrobats look at each other with unabashed love was a gift they all deserved. 
“I’m glad you think so,” Finley said, leaning down low, wiping the blood from his mouth. “Because I don’t plan on ever leaving your side.” 
Zuma smiled, one so pure, so beautiful, the crowd around them was accosted by the small gesture. It wasn’t a smile they’d ever seen, not on her face or anyone else’s. It was an expression that radiated a force. It was an expression of a freed girl. Eighteen years of suppressed happiness poured out of Zuma in that one moment, making her eyes sparkle, her face light up, and her elegance made everyone watching suck in tears of joy. “Nothing in the world would make me happier, Finley, than to be yours.”
A tear slipped from the face of the warrior. The one who had battled his entire life. Been deprived. Been abused. Been neglected. And now Finley had something he never, ever thought possible, the gift to bring happiness to someone he loved. He closed the rest of the space between them, laying his lips on Zuma’s. She sucked him in with her mouth, pulled him in closer with her arms, breathed him in with each kiss. Her lips smiled against his as he kissed her, a kiss so beautiful and full of grace that no one dared look away. Love really is the most beautiful show. It can’t be rehearsed. It can’t be planned. It is the product of magic. It is what Vagabond Circus is all about. 
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
“Well, I dare say, Titus,” Fanny said at his side as she watched the two acrobats embrace. “I think we are going to have to throw out that rule about no dating.”
Titus, who was smiling at the couple as well, said, “Yes, I think so. And since the curse is lifted, I think there’s no reason for it anyway.”
“Yes, and that means one day we might have babies here at the circus,” Fanny said, hope in her tone. 
“I think at the rate these two are going we might have babies sooner than later,” Titus said with a laugh.
Fanny playfully slapped the creative director’s arm. “Oh, would you stop that. They have much to celebrate. Freedom. Happiness. Each other.” 
“Yes, and they are quite sweet,” Titus said. 
Finley and Zuma were no longer kissing, but rather holding on to each other with a quiet need. Her head lay on his chest, his arms wrapped tightly around her. 
Only Fanny would dare interrupt the two lovers who were finally granted the opportunity to love each other openly. She stepped forward and cleared her throat. 
Finley raised his head, opening his wise eyes at the woman in front of them. 
“I think I should look over your injuries,” Fanny said, holding out a hand to him. 
He nodded, squeezing Zuma into him once before releasing her. 
***
 
Inside Fanny’s trailer, Finley sought the mirror first thing. She was busy gathering supplies to clean his wounds. The streak of white was exactly the width of the pink one in Zuma’s hair. And it did give him a rebellious look. He liked it. The slight wrinkles on his face were met with a different response. He didn’t like or dislike them. They were strange to see on his young face, but he figured in time he’d come to appreciate what they represented. That would take time though. He had never killed someone, and now alone, away from the crowd, the guilt prickled to the surface. Yes, Knight needed to be stopped. And Finley as his son was the only one to do it. He had felt that stopping Knight was his responsibility. And yes, the only way to do that was to kill the unstoppable demon. But Finley had now done it and it lay across his heart like a burden.
“Okay, let’s see you,” Fanny said, calling Finley out of the bathroom.
He exited, his head down and his worries covering his face like freckles. 
“Uh-oh,” Fanny said. “I’ve seen that look before. That’s the look of guilt and shame.”
“I killed my own father. Cursed him. Killed him with a fast-acting curse. What kind of devil does that? I’m worse than him, aren’t I?” Finley said. His usually cool demeanor was gone and replaced with a slow-growing worry. Only with Fanny would he speak so openly, exposing his real fears. 
“What you did was kill an evil man,” Fanny said.  
“I’m not God. I don’t get to decide who lives or dies. And I did. I took someone’s life. I did something I’ve always hated him for. I’ve become him, my father.”
“God works through us, Finley.” Fanny approached him and held out an open hand. “And I don’t actually think you killed your father.”
Finley’s eyes went wide. “You think he’ll come back? That he isn’t gone?” 
She shook her head. “Take my hand and come sit with me, and I’ll try to explain what I’ve done. And I hope that God grants you the peace to forgive an old woman for playing games that only Ian should dare to play. I took some risk and I must blame faith for that.” 
Finley closed his fingers around the older woman’s. Her hands were soft and plush in his. She led him to the bench outside, the same one where he sat and learned to read all those months ago. The same one where she shared the news of the curse on Zuma, which he later discovered to be true. The curse that connected her to him, because he was the child whom Knight was trying to avenge by cursing any child born at Vagabond Circus. 
Fanny settled herself down next to Finley, smoothing down her skirt before looking up to the sky. She always believed the best place to reveal or learn information was outdoors. It made the process easier somehow, as though the open air gave the person recording the information a new capacity. 
“Do you know what Dave’s gift was?” Fanny finally said, her eyes back on the boy beside her. 
Finley thought for a minute and then shook his head. 
“I thought so. You see, after Cynthia died and the child that he had thought was his was murdered, Dave went into a depression. He suffered a great deal of pain, but he had a circus to run and he was more motivated than ever after that tragedy befell him. His brother had sought to ruin his life. Dave finally pulled out of the depression, but still held on to the pain. He suffered nightmares and was only able to rest while dream traveling or using a concoction I made that stole his dreams away.” Fanny shook her head, her tight curls only swaying slightly. “He was a tortured soul after that. And he gave up much that day. He gave up years of his life and also his powers. You see, a person cannot use their dream travel gifts if their heart is too weighted with sadness. It steals their power. Dave knew this, and yet he never let go of the pain. And therefore he was never able to use his Dream Traveler skills after the day his wife, and supposedly you, died.”
      “What was his gift?” Finley said, thinking he knew the answer, and then shaking his head at himself because that was impossible. He hardly knew anything about Dr. Dave Raydon. 
“He had a few actually,” Fanny said, and there was a surprisingly sneaky grin tucked behind her words. “He had the gift of super speed and he was a teleporter.” 
“Wait. What? So I inherited my uncle’s gifts? How is that possible? Does that ever happen?” Finley said, knowing that gifts were shared in families. All of Zuma’s immediate family shared the gift of telepathy.  
“It hardly ever happens that a nephew inherits a gift from an uncle,” Fanny said. 
“Then why do I have Dave’s gifts?” Finley asked.
And Fanny, dear sweet Fanny, actually raised a challenging eyebrow to the young man. She knew he was smart enough to figure this out. Knew it would be more powerful if he did. She wasn’t playing a game, but she was enjoying dismantling a secret she’d held onto for all those months. 
“What? Why are you just looking at me like that?” Finley asked. 
“You didn’t inherit your uncle’s gifts, Finley,” Fanny said, and then she reached out and touched his chin with her fingers. Held it up a little higher so she could see those eyes, the ones that reminded her of the man who saved her life. “You inherited your father’s gifts, sweetheart.” 
“What? Dave…you think…are you trying to tell me…” Finley couldn’t construct a sentence because his mind couldn’t assimilate this new information. 
“Yes, I believe Dave Raydon was actually your father,” she said, dropping her hand back to her lap. 
      “But I time traveled. I saw my mother, Cynthia, tell Knight that he had killed his own son when he’d confessed what he’d done,” Finley said. 
“Oh, yes,” Fanny said, with a knowing look. “And what would be the worst punishment you could think of for a lover who had killed your child, the one from another man?”
“To reveal to him that the child was actually his,” Finley said slowly, in awe. “But still, this doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Finley, from my perspective it makes perfect sense, since I knew your mother. From your perspective it’s a strange reality that’s not easy to digest.”
“What are you implying about my mother?” Finley asked, but there wasn’t any offense in the question, only a sincere curiosity. 
Fanny pulled her mouth to the side as she considered how to phrase what she needed to say. “Your mother, Cynthia, she was the type of woman who would have an affair with her husband’s brother. She—”
“You’re saying she was a bad person,” Finley said, wondering if he was destined to be evil if he came from two dishonest parents. Maybe it would have been better to be born from the surrogates, he thought. 
Fanny’s head shook. “Life isn’t black and white. There aren’t bad and good people and no one knew that better than Dave. He loved your mother because she was incredible. She had an essence about her that drew people in. Cynthia was stunning to look at and also had a brilliant mind to impress. But all of this gave her too much power over people, and made her a bit greedy at times.” Fanny said this all matter-of-factly, not a hint of judgment in her tone. 
“And that’s why she had an affair with Knight?” Finley asked. 
“I believe so,” Fanny said. “I think she was also punishing Dave when he wouldn’t abandon the circus.”
“I hear what you’re saying about the world not being black and white, but I think my mother was a bad person. She definitely sounds manipulative,” Finley said. 
Fanny teetered her head side to side, her lips puckered slightly with a look that said, “who are we to judge.” Then she reached out and patted Finley’s knee. “I believe people do bad things. If I recall, you were not always nice to Zuma and she punished you for a long time, as well.” 
“But that was different. I was protecting Zuma by being mean to her. And she punished me because I was culpable for Dave’s death,” Finley said in an urgent rush. 
“Exactly,” Fanny said with a triumphant smile. “Everyone has reasons and we do ourselves many favors when we don’t judge others for their decisions. There are all types of people in the world who were molded by all different experiences and have different motives for their actions. For whatever reason, your mother was the type who punished people who didn’t act in the way she wanted. And you, Finley, are the type who will punish yourself to protect people.” 
“So based on your knowledge of my mother, you think that she told Knight I was his child to punish him? To make him regret murdering me?” Finley said. 
“That’s right,” Fanny said. “It feels like something she’d do, and then everything else about you would make more sense too. It would explain your abilities, features, and personality, which resemble Dave much more than Knight.”  
“But then I don’t understand why you told Knight, and me, and the rest of the circus that he was my father? Why would you mislead us?” 
The calm smile on Fanny’s face fell away. “I know. I don’t like to play games or mess with people’s lives. Lies are not something I’ve ever been comfortable with. However, this situation was unique and dangerous. I knew I was in a special position since I was the only one who possessed the knowledge of your birth. And I prayed and prayed and God granted me an idea one morning. He told me that the solution to rid the circus of Knight was only possible if he thought you were his son. And after thinking about it that made perfect sense. I think if he would have found out you were Dave’s son then you’d be dead already. And he probably hesitated killing you today because he thought you were his son. And then also, I think you were more motivated to rid the world of him because of the connection he held to you.” She then shrugged like this was all conjecture. “It is hard to know how and why God works the way he does, but Knight is gone and that’s because of you, so there you are.” 
“Well, is there any way to determine if Dave is in fact my father?” Finley asked. 
“I figured you’d say that, and yes, there is. As you know, I care for and monitor the health of everyone at Vagabond Circus. I saved a sample of Dave’s blood from his last physical. Ironically I was going to do the DNA test the very day I found out Dave was dead.” Fanny then sighed like she was trying to relieve a heavy burden from her chest. “I never had the opportunity to perform the test while Dave was living. I never got the opportunity to tell him who you were and my suspicions about Cynthia’s lie. God decided Dave would never meet you for who you were, his blood relative, but I also believe, his son. You see, Finley, Dave and Knight were related, but you take after our founder. I’ve been observing it since the day I met you. And there’s one thing that makes me certain my inkling is right.” The healer smiled now, but there was a great sadness to the gesture, as a memory surfaced in her eyes. “You have Dave’s heart.” 
Finley found that swallowing wasn’t really an option after all this news. Instead, he attempted his own weak smile. 
“Now,” Fanny said, pulling confidence into the word as she shook off the sentimentality. “What I need from you is a sample. If I can have that, then inside my trailer I have the equipment to determine who your real father is.” 
 
 



Chapter Seventy-Three
Finley waited outside Fanny’s trailer. He couldn’t stand the idea of watching her perform the DNA test. After she’d taken his sample, he stayed in the trailer, but not for long. The waiting was worse when he watched her measuring chemicals and shaking test tubes. He had taken back up the spot on the picnic table where the kids usually did their lessons, out in front of the trailer. 
“Hey.” It was Zuma’s voice. 
Finley looked up at her and tried to smile. The grin on his face made his heart feel heavy. 
“What are you doing out here? I came to check on you,” she said, studying the cuts on his face. “It doesn’t look like Fanny has treated you yet.”
He shook his head. Bit his lip. 
“What is it?” she asked, reading the worry in his face.
“Zuma, Fanny believes that my mother lied to punish Knight.” The words spilled out of Finley too fast, like something he would explode from if he didn’t share. 
Zuma’s face contorted with confusion. “What?”
He nodded. “Fanny thinks Cynthia told Knight he’d killed his son to punish him. Or maybe she thought I was Knight’s son. But Fanny doesn’t.”
“What? Why?” Zuma asked, the full implications not dawning on her yet. 
“Did you know what Dave’s gifts were?” Finley said. 
She nodded. He had never used them around her since he couldn’t, but from being in his head she knew. “Yeah, he had super sp…” Her words trailed away as her mouth hung open. “Dave? Fanny thinks Dave is your father?” And now a bright smile sprung to her face. It was so wide it hurt her lips. Being happy would take getting used to. Again her sudden happiness made the space seem brighter, better. Zuma sat beside Finley with an exuberant thud. 
“But there’s a chance he’s not. That Knight is my father. That I killed my father,” Finley said, that same shame from before in his voice. 
Zuma turned to Finley and grabbed his hand. “It doesn’t matter to me who your father is. I love you no matter what.”
He brought his tortured gaze up to meet her eyes. “But you’d probably love me more if I was Dave’s son.” 
She pulled his hand locked in hers to her chest and held it there like a prize. “That’s impossible, because I couldn’t conceivably love you any more than I do.” 
The door to Fanny’s trailer swung open, grabbing both the acrobats’ attention. They stood in unison. Finley looked down at Zuma and he read the question in her eyes. “Yes, I want you to stay. Hear the news with me,” he said. 
She grabbed his hand again and squeezed it once. Together the pair walked forward, meeting Fanny halfway. The trip seemed double the distance Finley remembered. And the whole time he studied Fanny’s face, trying to discern if she was holding onto good or bad news. For a woman with such a usually expressive face, her features were all neutral. No smile, nor frown. Eyes set in a clinical gaze. Jaw relaxed. Even Zuma, using her combat sense, had difficulty picking up any information by studying the woman. 
When Finley and Zuma halted in front of the healer there were a few seconds of silence. This was a moment full of weight. Fanny seemed to know it shouldn’t be rushed. That’s why she stalled, sucking in a steadying breath before meeting Finley’s eyes. 
“Tell me,” Finley said, his tone bordering on demanding. 
And just then Fanny’s eyes betrayed the cover-up she’d been attempting. She was so overwhelmed with emotions that it took everything she had to pretend to have the unaffected bedside manner. Even in the darkening grounds the sparkle of excitement radiated from her blue eyes. 
“I tested fifteen genetic markers and there was a one-hundred-percent match for your and Dave’s samples,” Fanny said, and then every wrinkle on her face punctuated the wide smile she adorned. “It is my great honor to inform you that Dr. Dave Raydon, the illustrious founder of this circus, was your father. And that means you are now the rightful owner of Vagabond Circus. Congratulations, Finley Raydon.”  
 



Chapter Seventy-Four
Titus and Fanny stood side by side watching the crew working side by side to take down the big top. It would be loaded up and have to be repaired once they set up in Los Angeles. Ian called orders and each of his crew members responded with a quick attentiveness. They worked like a machine, everyone supporting each other. Some whistled or hummed as they disassembled the various parts of the big top. Knight’s body had already been removed and would join Gwendolyn’s and Sebastian’s ashes. 
“This circus has seen much the last few months,” Fanny said, her hands on her hips as she watched the crew. 
“We’ve lost much too,” Titus said.  
“But we have bonded together to overcome a great evil.” 
“True,” Titus said. 
“And I think we are better off for this.”
“You do?” Titus said, raising his light-colored eyebrows at the woman. 
“I do,” she said with a proud smile. “Jack has healed and you know, Titus, he has a confidence that’s to impress. That look of shame is gone from his eyes. He’s the man that Dave thought he could become.” 
“And you think being paralyzed brought him all that?” 
She shook her head, a smile in her eyes. “No, I think getting rid of the pity so he could make himself walk again did. And I dare say I don’t think he’d have found love without being paralyzed.” 
Titus laughed easily. “Yes, we will definitely be getting rid of Rule Two.” 
“And Finley, he has a legacy to be proud of.” 
“Yes, his father’s,” Titus said, his eyes lighting up. “Finley Raydon, the new owner of Vagabond Circus.” Titus liked the idea of sharing his co-ownership with the acrobat. He loved the idea actually. “Poor Dave, he never knew,” Titus said. “His son was here. And he was so very proud of him, knowing he was his star performer. Imagine if he knew that star who saved Vagabond Circus financially was his son. And then he went on to save Vagabond Circus from Knight and his curses.” 
Fanny lifted her chin and looked at the sky that was just starting to wink with bright stars. “Oh, I don’t know, Titus, I feel Dave knows. I feel that he’s proud of his son. God would gift that man with that knowledge.” 
Titus smiled at Fanny. He’d always admired her faith. It amazed him actually. There were many things about the woman that amazed him. 
She caught him staring at her. “And then there’s Zuma,” she said. 
“Yes, she can finally be happy. The curse is lifted.” 
Fanny slid her hand into Titus’s and squeezed. It surprised him at first but then he relaxed. “You know, Titus, we can all be happy now.” 
He nodded, knowing exactly what she meant. Then the creative director raised her hand in his and brought the back of hers to his lips where he kissed it once. “Yes, I think it’s overdue,” he said and allowed his lips to linger on her hand for a long few seconds, a passionate smile on his face.
 



Chapter Seventy-Five
The big top was loaded in record speed the night Charles Knight died. Again the crew was intent on escaping a place where death had happened. Ian requested that they all rest and leave first thing the next morning. He saw all the trucks off. Then he continued to sit on the back of his teal Chevy pickup as the caravan took their lineup. Zuma’s trailer pulled out last, just after Finley’s. Sunshine was in the lead, Jack behind her. And as was usually the case, Titus and Fanny had the middle position. They were in essence the parents of Vagabond Circus. And the people of the circus were all their kids. 
They will do well now, Ian thought. Over the last few months he’d played a dangerous game, messing with the futures he saw. He didn’t just intervene, he instigated change. He stopped futures, prevented Finley’s death. Allowed Jasmine’s to happen. Created the likelihood of Padmal’s death. And he watched like a prisoner as the futures changed. He kept tweaking things until he saw this one. The future where everything was tied up in a beautiful oversized bow. And now he was living that reality. It was all he wanted. 
Ian’s eyes were glazed over. The visions were unrelenting now, but they were mostly good. Zuma would be happy. She’d go on to love the life she never even knew was a possibility. And so would Finley. He’d hold his soulmate every single night, only to be parted from Zuma on the three separate nights where she needed space after childbirth. Jack would not only walk until the day he died, but he would run, run after the girl who dared to leave the circus because she was afraid of the emotions in her own heart. Sunshine was afraid of love, of being loved. She’d read that emotion in other people, but never thought she could feel it. Jack would convince her not to run from him. And there would also be loss at Vagabond Circus. Titus wouldn’t live forever, and Fanny would feel extremely alone when she couldn’t save him. But they would have many decades of love and companionship before that. 
Ian saw these futures. He saw hundreds of futures. So many people affected Ian and therefore their futures were a part of his visions. The day before, due to the unrelenting flashes of the future, he could hardly help to take down the big top so he gave orders. Ian had gone blind. A doctor would say his eyes worked fine but his mind wouldn’t allow them to see. All that flashed in front of his retinas was the future. Ian couldn’t drive his truck. He knew that. And for too long he’d seen this future. It came at the end whether Vagabond Circus had a happy or sad ending. He’d known that and was grateful things had indeed ended happily. But he wasn’t an optimist and knew that not everything ends with a pretty little bow on it. 
Ian smiled, looking at nothing in his physical world. And still this was the perfect ending for him. He’d done what he set out to do. He’d saved Zuma from the curse, the girl who was the key to saving the circus. 
The clairvoyant felt around for the pistol. His fingers finally knocked into it. He placed it in his hand and brought it into position. Ian’s fate was always to follow his mother’s. And he was grateful he left no offspring, cursed with the visions of the future. Ian’s wasn’t a happy life, but he had helped others achieve happiness. This was his last thought before he pulled back the hammer and released the trigger. 
A flock of birds sprung into the air, startled by the loud bang.
 



Epilogue
LA Times
Summer Time, Circus Time
Summer is here and that means that the Vagabond Circus is gearing up for another season. The circus is celebrating its 21st year and there’ve been many changes. For one, there are new owners, Finley Raydon and Titus Rogers. The two have really set the bar high, promising to bring the circus to more cities this year, and thereby spreading more magic. They’ve also hired a few new performers who will definitely bring more awe-inspiring moments to the show. And even though Dave Raydon has passed the circus on to his son, he won’t be absent from the venture he started twenty-one years ago. Last year he was replaced as ringmaster by Charles Knight, but Rogers stated in an interview that Knight wasn’t the right fit for the circus. The Vagabond Circus and Knight mutually agreed that his time with the circus should be short. They had tried something new to switch things up but have decided to return the circus to a dreamier feel. So if you’re like me and prefer the whimsical circus to the nightmarish one, then you’re in luck. Check out the show, which promises to have some new and old stars returning.
 
***
 
“You’re going to do great,” Zuma said, placing a hand on the young boy’s shoulder. She leaned down and kissed Benjamin on the cheek, making him blush. “You were born for this role.” 
He smiled so wide at the acrobat that his eyes could hardly see. “Okay,” he agreed and turned for the curtain. 
Zuma felt the hand in hers and turned to find Finley behind her. “If you’re giving out kisses, I would take one.” 
She rose on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on his cheek but using his super speed he whipped his head forward so the kiss landed on his mouth. Zuma giggled against his lips, loving the free feeling happiness gave her. The lovers were so engrossed in each other that they didn’t realize that the show had started until the music boomed overhead. The lights dimmed as a single spotlight shone down in the middle of the ring. 
“Gadies and lentlemen,” the voice of Dave Raydon said and was immediately followed by deafening applause. 
“He’s back!” people in the crowd yelled. 
“Woohoo!” a boy screamed, jumping up and down in his seat. 
Not until that first show did the public know that Dave Raydon had returned as the ringmaster. 
Zuma turned to peek through the crack in the curtain, Finley’s arm around her shoulders, holding her into him. There in the middle of the ring stood a man who no one would ever suspect wasn’t Dr. Dave Raydon. He wore the same teal blue suit and top hat. The same broad grin, and the same easy manner. And most importantly, Benjamin had in his heart the purpose of bringing magic to life and that exuded from the performance. “Welcome to Vagabond Zoo,” he said and the crowd exploded with laughter. 
“Why are you laughing at me?” he said in the voice of Dr. Dave Raydon. 
“It’s not a zoo!” people shouted. 
“It isn’t?” he said, pulling his hat off his head and scratching his smooshed down hair. 
Zuma smiled and turned to Finley. “He’s doing a brilliant job.” 
Finley’s fond eyes were on the man in the center of the ring. The one who was his father and also wasn’t. “Yeah,” he said, attempting to swallow. Zuma placed her hands on his chest to borrow his attention. 
“Mr. Raydon, are you ready for our first act?” she said to him. 
He brought his eyes to hers. “Yes, Ms. Zanders,” Finley said and kissed her once on the cheek. His gaze was over her shoulder at the man he would never truly know, but would love with all his heart. 
 
***
 
Zuma and Finley stood on the platform for the flying trapeze. They wore their matching teal blue and neon green leotards. Hers was cut high like a one-piece swimsuit. His was a full suit covered in brilliant gems. The pair held onto the scaffolding with one hand, leaning out over the platform, waving out to the crowd. 
“There they are!” people yelled.
“He’s back!” someone in the crowd said. 
“Woohoo!” the crowd chorused. 
Finley stepped up, taking the bar Zuma handed to him. With a “hup” the trick started. Finley jumped off the platform with an incredible height, swung forward and then back, clearing the platform and rising fifteen feet above it. That was the height he needed for the trick to be successful. He flew forward and at precisely the perfect moment he released off the bar and spun once, twice, three times and then when the crowd thought that was it, he soared in a tight ball at super speed a fourth time. Finley laid himself out and there was a bit of a distance from his catcher so he teleported a foot to ensure he was caught. 
Jack swung forward and clapped his hands around Finley’s outstretched arms completing the quadruple. The pair of acrobats swung back as the crowd stood with applause. Jack looked down from his upturned position into the eyes of his friend. 
“Nice catch,” Finley mouthed up to him. He couldn’t be heard over the applause. 
“Anytime,” Jack said and released Finley, who dropped down to the net. After he dismounted Jack pulled his legs off the bar and dropped to the net as well. And then he joined Finley on the ground where they both bowed to a crowd who had bright eyes and a renewed belief in magic. 
 
The End.
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Sneak Peek of Defects (The Reverians Series, #1):
 
Prologue
 
My fingers tremble as I assemble the pieces. 
He’ll be back in a few minutes. 
I blink away the sweat dripping into my eyes. I can’t afford to swipe it away. 
The two ceramic pieces chip at the edges as I try to match them up to how they should align. I know he keeps glue in his front desk drawer. Everyone does. We fix things that are broken. I slip the tube from the drawer and dab a glob of adhesive on the center of one of the broken pieces and then press it against its counterpart. I’m so used to fixing things, but now I’m not doing it because it’s the law. I’m doing it because if he finds out I was here he’ll punish me with night terrors again. 
The pieces slip just as the glue is setting. Ragged breath hitches in my parched throat. If he finds out I was here, that there was a trespassing… I press the pieces together so firmly the glue seeps out and threatens to cement my fingers to the statue. Footsteps in the hallway. Soft-soled shoes. His. I know his gait. 
I release my fingers from the statue. It teeters but stands, looking unmarked by the fall it recently experienced. But will it stay up? 
The envelope still sits neatly on the mahogany desk. It was my own nervous reaction to it that shook the statue down from its high place on the shelf. I knew I should come here and look first. Knew I’d find information. My father always told me, “Instinct is the gods tapping you on the head.” Still, I wish I knew what lay inside the folds of that envelope that bears my name. 
The key slides into the lock, a sound like a reluctant bell. I close my eyes and dream travel back to my body, pulling my consciousness out of its current location. 
 
Chapter One
My house is haunted. I’ve never seen a ghost in it, but Tutu, whose gift is seeing the dead, says there are many who reside in our home. I haven’t received my gift yet. At age seventeen that’s rare. My sister, Dee, teases me that this is a sure sign our mother had an affair with Ed, the mailman, who’s a Middling—a person who can’t dream travel, has no gifts. I pretend this is a joke but with each passing year I believe it could be a possibility. My family is pureblooded Dream Travelers and they’re all gifted with strong talents since puberty. And although I dream travel I have no other talents, which is a first in the Fuller family. My grandmother, who I call Tutu, has three abilities. My mother, two. Even my older sister, Dee, has her gift—which she spends every single opportunity rubbing in my face. Since I have no super power I’ve reverted to spreading false rumors about her all over Austin Valley. 
“You’re going to be late again,” Dee says, sounding pleased by the prospect. 
“Thanks for the reminder,” I say, not meaning it. 
I slip my favorite organic bamboo blouse over my head and hurry out of the room I share with my sister. With one hand I smooth my hair and the other guides me down the banister as I take the stairs two at a time. 
“I’m sure his mother would love the opportunity to be interviewed,” my mother says to a visitor in her usual subdued tone. I don’t even chance a glance at her as I scurry to the entryway, head low. Maybe this visitor will actually save me from being scolded. The brass doorknob is cold under my palm. I wrench the door open and pull it back, a rush of warm June air greeting me at once. 
“Not so fast there, Em,” my mother says. 
I freeze. Push the door closed. Turn and face her. 
My mother stands in the threshold of the sitting room, her hands firmly pinned to her hips. “You’re late for your meeting with your father.” 
“Which is why I’m rushing to get out of here,” I say, sweeping my eyes to the person my mother was talking to. Zack. He’s giving me a curious expression, arms crossed in front of his suit jacket. 
“Have I not instilled in you the proper manners to know you should greet and say farewell to everyone you come in contact with?” she says, shaking her head at me. 
“Hi, Mother. Hi, Zack. I’m leaving before Father kills me for being late. Goodbye,” I say, turning on my toes. I slip my hand onto the door handle again, but don’t even dare to open it. 
“Em?”
I turn and stare at my mother. Her red hair is pulled back into a tight low bun. Her sleeveless black turtleneck must be stifling in this heat. “Yes, Mother?” I say, working hard to keep the irritation out of my voice. 
“You weren’t planning on leaving the house like that, were you?” she asks with a disappointed glare as she sizes up my appearance. 
“I was—”
“Looking for your blazer, right?” Zack plucks my black blazer from underneath a cushion on the settee behind him and holds it out for me. 
Reluctantly I eye it and then him. He’s wearing his most encouraging look. It partners well with his slick blond hair and winning smile. He’s right, politics is the right career for him. 
I take my blazer from him and slip it on. “Thanks,” I say, pulling my tangled blonde curls out from underneath the jacket. 
“Oh, you’re still here?” Dee says, tromping down the stairs behind me. “You really take advantage of our father’s unending patience, don’t you?” Her black heels make note of each of her steps. When she meets me at the landing she pushes my hair behind my ears. “And really, if you’re not going to at least dress like an upper-class Reverian you could brush your hair once in a while.”  
I bat her hand away and clench my teeth together. Insulting my sister will not release me from my mother’s wrath, which seeks to make me even later for my appointment. Still, someone should say something about how my sister looks more and more like an obsessed Goth whose only mission in life is to give the Catholic clergymen a heart attack. She wouldn’t understand that reference though. Most people in Austin Valley wouldn’t. My sister is wearing her usual get-up: short pleated skirt, starched black button-up shirt open to reveal too much, heels, and an assortment of gold jewelry. 
Instead of commenting on how she looks like a confused Catholic schoolgirl I lick my finger and press it to a flyaway by her hair line. “You have a hair out of place. Here you go, dear.” 
She steps back, grotesque horror written on her face. “Eww, don’t touch me.” My sister turns to our mother. They don’t just share the same disapproving scowl, but also the same straight red hair, which they wear similarly. “Oh, Zack, you’re here,” my sister says, strolling in his direction. “I had no idea.”
“Are you blind?” I say dully. 
She throws me a contemptuous glare over her shoulder before turning back in Zack’s direction. “You could obviously teach my sister something about dress, couldn’t you?” 
He coughs nervously, flicking his eyes over her shoulder to me. I know Dee makes him nervous. Hell, she makes the devil nervous, probably because she’s soulless. I shrug and sling my bag over my shoulder. 
“Well…I…” Zack begins. 
“There are not many students who choose to wear a suit before they’re chosen for positions,” Dee says, having cleared the space between them. Her long pointy fingernail has found his shoulder and is now tracing its way down his pinstriped sleeve until she finds his hands. She pulls his fingertips up close to her face and inspects. “And such clean nails. This says so very much about you. Obviously you take a great deal of pride in your appearance.” 
“I’m merely tryin—”
“Zack is actually here because he’d like to interview your tutu in order to better understand cultural changes which have transpired within our society over the generations,” my mother informs Dee, pride evident in her tone. 
“Impeccable dresser and ambitious,” Dee says, her hand still gripping Zack’s. 
“Yes, I dare say that if you stay on this track then you’ll make great contributions for the Reverians once released from your studies,” my mother says, her stare not on Zack, but rather on my sister. 
Although I realize I’ll be punished later for interrupting this crafty attempt at mating I dare say something. I have other punishments way worse I’d rather avoid. “Well, I really must take my leave,” I say, injecting pleasantry into my voice. “I don’t want to keep Father waiting any longer than I already have. Goodbye.” Again the brass knob greets the palm of my hand. 
“Yes, you are so late,” my sister says, eyeing the ancient grandfather clock in the entryway. “He’s going to be livid.”
“I’m going that way too,” Zack says, taking hurried steps in my direction. “I’ll walk with you.” 
Just over his shoulder I catch a fiery glare flash in my sister’s eyes. 
“Sure,” I say with a shrug and turn at once and hurry out the door. 
The humid breeze is a welcome relief from the frigid air in my house. Sunlight greets my eyes with a quiet satisfaction and I smile at the blue sky like it’s an old friend. 
“You always do that, don’t you?” Zack says, hurrying to keep up with me.
“Make my mother and sister furious? Yes.” 
“Well, yes, that, but I was referring to your reaction to the outdoors. You always break into a relieved smile when you walk outside.” 
I snuggle my shoulders up high, enjoying the warm sun on my cheeks. “I do love it,” I say, pausing to allow a group of elderly Reverians to pass in front of us. Zack pauses with me but gives an irritated expression while we wait. “I’m already late,” I finally say to him when they’ve moved on and we continue down Central Boulevard. 
“I don’t get you, Em,” he says, shaking his head. “Why do you make your life harder when you know what they want you to do?”
“I just find it difficult to conform to their standards. I mean, why in the hell should I have to wear a blazer in the middle of the summer?” I say, scratching at my forearms which are already sweating under the tight-fitting jacket. 
“It’s just customs. If you followed them then they’d leave you alone and let you do what you want.”
“Somehow I doubt that,” I say, raising an eyebrow at Zack. 
“It seems you’re looking to get in trouble: being late when it’s easy to be early, dressing inappropriately when they supply you the right clothes, and not following etiquette.” 
“And may I point out that you seem to only notice my shortcomings,” I say, taking an early turn. It’s a shortcut down a less than desirable neighborhood, but still completely safe and will save us an extra minute on the commute. 
Zack’s hand clamps down on my shoulder. I stop and look at him, ready to defend the route I’ve chosen. His denim blue eyes lock on mine. “That’s not all I notice,” he says, a firmness in his voice.  
“Mmm…” I say, gauging his expression which is so familiar and also year by year growing indistinct, like my father’s. “Yeah, what else do you notice?” I say, turning and continuing our trek. The alleyway here is a little more crowded, but only because this is a Middling street where they build the houses too close together and the insides are too small for the families who are forced to reside within them. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Zack says, eyeing a man leaning in his doorway up ahead. “We can finish this conversation later. Let’s just get you to Chief Fuller’s office quickly.” 
“Right,” I say, kicking the contents of a puddle, which is no doubt a result of poor drainage from the sprinkler system. It splatters droplets on my shoes and bare legs, but doesn’t irritate me in the least. 
At my father’s office Zack stops, eyeing the door and then me with an uncertain expression. “You know I’m just trying to help, right?”
“Then you shouldn’t have offered to escort me here,” I say, pushing him playfully in the chest. “Dee will probably set fire to my bed while I’m sleeping tonight as retribution.” Literally she’s done that a time or two. I have no idea why the most hostile Dream Traveler born to the gods was given the gift of pyrokinesis. 
Zack doesn’t respond, but instead gives me his usual commiserative expression. He doesn’t know what to say. I get that. “Yeah, I know you’re trying to help,” I finally say. “You may want to consider there’s no help for me. I’m a Dream Traveler whose only talent is I disappoint my family.”
“Oh, Em, I’ve told you that your gift is delayed. It will come on soon and when it does you’ll blow all of them away.” 
“Thanks, Zack,” I say, reaching out and straightening his tie. It isn’t even that crooked, but I know he likes when I do it because it sharpens his appearance. “Are you off to go take over Austin Valley?” 
“Not quite yet,” he says with a wink. “I’ve got a thing or two to learn still.”
“Don’t we all,” I say, returning the wink and then dismissing him by facing my father’s ornately carved door. I’ve stalled long enough. Now I must face that which is certain to be extremely unpleasant.
Continue reading:
Defects.

 



Sneak Peek of Awoken (The Lucidites Series, #1):
 
Prologue
 
The howling wind always marks his arrival. Tonight I’m not sleeping when it shakes the trees and sends debris flying around outside. The recurring nightmare woke me an hour ago. I wipe away the sweat beading my hairline and steal a glance out my window. The figure lurks in the shadows. He’s never any closer than the old oak tree, but that’s near enough. A chill shakes my core. I can’t do this one single night more. Shaking fingers scroll through my phone contacts until I find the right one. 
“Hello,” a groggy voice says on the other end.
I speak in a whisper. “I’m not sure I believe what’s happening, but I’m ready to let them protect me.” 
“Good,” the voice says with relief. “You’ll be glad you did.”
“What do I do now?”
“They want you to meet someone. He’ll explain what happens next.”
 
Chapter One 
Forty-eight hours later
I wouldn’t believe any of this was real if it wasn’t for the two-inch gash in my arm. Still, denial has rented a room in my head and frequently stomps around slamming doors. I have never considered myself normal, but only now do I fully realize how extremely abnormal I am. That’s not the part I’m denying anymore. It’s my potential fate.
Now I have to do the one thing that feels impossible: focus. It’s difficult when my life has quickly turned into a mass of confusion. I force myself to shake off the distractions. The answers I seek reside in a place I can only get to if I let go.
With immense effort, I relax enough to concentrate. In my head, I see the dam. The concrete stretches out like a barrier, pushing the water away. I pay attention to the water, how it voyages down the spillway. Slow breaths intensify the meditation, giving it color and sound. I continue to visualize until I sense the change. It’s polarizing, in a good way. My body remains planted in the comfy bed while my consciousness dream travels. Now I’m racing through the silver tunnel—my transport to the other dimension. Adrenaline tastes like salt water in my mouth. And too quickly the journey is over, leaving me panting as I’m tossed into a vast space.
The tunnel deposits me at the edge of the spillway on a concrete embankment. A cursory glance behind reveals a calm lake reservoir; ahead the spillway plummets for a hundred feet or more before cascading into the lake. The moon overhead is full. Beside me is a woman.
“I was beginning to think you were lost again,” she says.
“It’s nice to meet you too,” I say.
“I assumed you already knew my name.” 
Apparently the Lucidites don’t believe in greetings. “Well, some ID wouldn’t hurt.”
Shuman’s black hair resembles strands of silk. She wears a leather vest and blue jeans. I straighten, feeling smaller than usual next to her. 
“Did you decipher the riddle on your own?” Shuman says, ignoring my comment. The moon reflects off her high cheekbones, making her appear angular.
“No,” I admit, “Bob and Steve helped.”
I’m confused why Shuman gave me a riddle instead of just telling me where to dream travel to meet her. I guess as the Head Mentalist for the Lucidites she has to make everything as perplexing as possible. She must be great at her job.
“Yes, it was forecast that they would assist you,” she says.
“Right, of course,” I say, not masking the irritation in my voice. It isn’t Bob’s and Steve’s help I resent, it’s that the Lucidites are privy to my life through psychic means. 
“And we are here because of a different prediction.”
“Yes, I’ve heard about it.”
“Have you also heard that it involves you?”
“Well, I know there’s a potential I’ll be involved.”
“We have new information. Your name is the only one in the forecast now.”
“What?” I breathe with quiet disbelief. “No, that’s impossible.”
“It is possible and I assure you it is true. The speculation of predictions solidifies as the approaching event draws closer. Now forecasters see you as the true challenger.”
“No,” I say too fast, denial evident in my tone. “And I’m not here because of the forecast; I’m here because they said you’d help me.”
“They are correct. The first way I can help is by getting you to accept what has been predicted.”
“Predictions are just guesses though. What if they’re wrong?” I say.
Shuman raises her eyebrow in disapproval, shakes her head. “Roya, do you doubt it because it involves you?”
“Mostly I doubt it because it’s absurd. None of it makes sense.”
“Maybe not yet, but it will,” Shuman says. “Unfortunately we are running out of time. The forecasters have determined the static moment to be twenty-one hundred hours on June thirteenth.”
That’s in a month. My throat closes and my chest shrinks in on itself. “What? I can’t…There’s no way…” I trail off, lost in morbid thoughts of my impending death. “Why not you or someone else more qualified?”
“If I was chosen I would be honored, but I was not. You were.” Shuman gazes at the full moon, her silver earrings highlighted by its white light. “I have tracked Zhuang for decades without success. Many of us have.” She turns and looks at me for the first time. Her dark eyes resemble amethysts. “This fixed point in time is the only chance anyone will have the opportunity to challenge him. And the forecast states you are the person with the best opportunity to end his brutal reign.”
“That’s ridiculous. I’m not a threat to anyone.”
“A few days ago you saw yourself very differently than you do now, is that right?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“Then consider it possible that in a month you will be a deadly force.”
After what I’ve learned, I’m almost willing to believe this might be true. I sigh. “So what do you really want from me?” I ask.
“Make a choice,” Shuman says at once. “You must decide whether you accept this role. If you do, then I can give you the help you asked for.”
“If everything you’ve said is true then I don’t have a choice.”
“It is all true,” she says through clenched teeth. “And in waking life and dreams, you always have a choice. This is what makes Dream Travelers different from Middlings. We do not sleep and fall into dreams that happen to us. We create our dreams. We choose where we travel.”
I rub my eyes, frustrated and strangely tired. “It’s just facing Zhuang sounds like a death sentence. I don’t want to go through all this just to die in June.”
“If you make the choice to be the challenger then you will face many dangers. You may not even make it to June. You may die tonight.” Shuman’s face lacks any compassion.
“If you’re trying to convince me to do this then you’re not doing a very good job,” I say. 
Shuman stares at the moon for a minute as if she’s calculating something. “I will need your answer.”
“What? Now!?” My voice echoes over the spillway. “Just like that? I don’t get a minute to think it over or go home and weigh out my options?”
“You do not have a home,” she reminds.
My foot connects with the concrete curb in front of me. I want to throw an all-out tantrum. Running and hiding also sounds like a good idea. Shuman’s oppressive demeanor, indifferent to my predicament, makes it tough to think. I wait for her to say something, but she just stands motionless watching the moon. She’s starting to creep me out. 
“What’s going to happen to my family?” I ask, the last word sounding strange as it tumbles out of my mouth. 
“I suspect Zhuang will maintain his hold on them, but who he really wants is you,” Shuman says indifferently. “Your family is officially classified as hallucinators. He has the ability to keep them like this for a long time. Or he could finish them rather quickly.”
Finish them? Does that mean what I think it does? This man, this parasite, is stealing my family’s ability to dream, causing them to fall into hallucinatory states. And I’m powerless to stop Zhuang if he decides to drain them of their consciousness. Then they’d be shells, sleepwalkers. Dead in no time. A shiver runs down my spine. 
Shuman continues, “Zhuang’s plan was to make you panic and surrender to him. It is fortunate we found you first. My guess is your family will hang in limbo. Zhuang’s attention will be on finding you. If you want to help your family then stay away, otherwise he will use them against you. And if you want to release them then you need to fight Zhuang.”
“And win,” I say, doubt oozing all over the words.
“Well, of course.”
“This whole thing makes no sense.” I rub my head with a shaky hand. “Why me? I’m barely old enough to drive. I’ve only known about this mess for a few days. How was I chosen? How am I the best person to face him?” 
“I do not know the answers to these questions,” she says, still fixated on the moon.
“Then why should I do this!? Why should I jeopardize my life without knowing why I’ve been chosen?”
Shuman takes one long blink as though contemplating or meditating. Her words are airy and quiet when she finally speaks. “The great Buddha once said, ‘Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.’” 
I bite down hard on my lip. So this is the way it is? Either I live my life alone on the streets and watch as Zhuang ransacks humanity’s dreams. Or, option two, I volunteer to kill him and most likely die trying, but my consolation prize will be I’ll know why I’d been chosen. I’ll know who I was and where I could have belonged…if I hadn’t died in Zhuang’s hands. This seems like a scam, although an ingenious one. 
A sincere part of me wants to return to my family and shake them until they’re released from their hallucinations. Then we can go on living our lives where the most interesting things that happen are football, church, and barbeques. It’s not a great life for an agnostic vegetarian, but is it better than death? I may be a product of the East Texas soil, but the winds here have never agreed with me. I’ve been looking for a way out of this town, but not like this. 
“I cannot grant you any more time,” Shuman says. “I need your answer.”
I scan the surface of the water, looking for nothing in particular. She can wait for my answer. She will. 
I push my fingers into my eyes and inhale deeply. This duel is inevitable. Zhuang and his challenger’s futures are intertwined. Any attempt to evade the other person will only bring the two together. And somehow I was elected by people I don’t know, for a danger I only recently knew existed. Still none of this makes sense, which is why I know I have to rely on instinct. It’s all I have left. “Fine,” I say a bit pathetically. “I’ll do it.”
A smile would be nice, or maybe a “good for you.” Instead Shuman, who appears to be all business, all the time, begins spouting instructions. “Your next step is to find the Lucidite Institute. Since you are relatively new to dream traveling there are many risks you face.”
No big surprises there.
Shuman continues, “You must dream travel to the Institute while fully submerged in water.”
Um, what? “Are you serious? I’ll drown.”
“There is that risk, yes, but the only way to enter the Institute is through water. To travel there you must return to your body and then immerse yourself in water. I advise you to know you are one with it. It is through this knowledge that you overcome the fear of drowning and focus on the higher task of dream traveling. If you remain calm and focus properly then you will travel and arrive at the Institute. If you are unsuccessful, then yes, you will drown.”
“Oh, is that all? Sounds like a piece of cake.” I’m wondering now if I made the right decision. 
Shuman narrows her eyes, but doesn’t respond otherwise.
I rub my temples as an overwhelming pressure erupts behind my eyes. “This is all so strange, it sounds like a recurring dream I’ve been…” My words fall away as the inevitable truth dawns on me. “You put those dreams in my head, didn’t you?” I accuse, staring at her rigid persona. 
“The Lucidites are responsible, yes,” she says, her tone matter-of-fact.
“What! That’s insane! That’s awful. Night after night I dreamed I was drowning myself. Do you know how horrifying that is?”
“You should be grateful. We have prepared you for the journey you are about to take. Your subconscious mind has already practiced much of what you are going to do.” 
“Grateful!?” I shake my head in disbelief. “I thought I was losing my mind. I didn’t sleep well for weeks. No. I’m not the least bit grateful. You invaded my subconscious,” I spew, more frustrated now than frightened. 
Shuman takes a long inhale and says, “Everything that has been done was to protect you and the future.”
How do I argue with that statement? How do I argue with any of this? I want to run, to abandon this farce which has become my life. However, my instinct is concrete around my legs, pinning me in place, assuring me this is where I belong. 
“Roya, we are running out of time,” Shuman says, breaking the silence. “Do you have any questions?” 
“Why does it have to be so complicated to dream travel to the Institute? Isn’t there an alternative?” Like a spaceship or a drug?
“No, there is not,” Shuman says. “The Institute is heavily protected by water. The difficulty it takes to travel there is what makes it the safest place on earth.”
The idea settles over me like a down comforter. Safety. What would that feel like? Every moment has been cloaked with a hidden threat for so long. When the recurring dreams weren’t plaguing me, the paranoia lurked in the shadows and was all but incapacitating. It was almost enough to make me take the pills the therapist kept pushing. Almost. 
“If I do all this”—the words drip out of my mouth— “if I don’t drown, then I’ll be at the Institute? I’ll be safe? At least for a little while, right?”
Her eyes jerk away from their focal point. There’s a twitch at her mouth. “Yes.” 
I sigh. It’s the first one of relief in a while. “All right then, I’ll do it,” I say halfheartedly. 
She turns and faces me, resting her arms across her chest. Around one of her forearms is a tattoo of a rattlesnake. The serpent’s tail lies on her elbow and its head on the back of her hand.
“There is one last thing,” she says, a warning in her voice. “Only Lucidites can enter the Institute. You must want to be one of us, or you will be forbidden from entering.” 
I blink in surprise. My mouth opens to voice hesitation, but she disappears, leaving me alone and feeling as though I’m standing on the edge of the earth. 
Continue reading:
Awoken.
 



Sneak Peek of Ren: The Man Behind the Monster:
 
Prologue
 
When I was born the doctor said I wouldn’t live the night through. I had a problem with a valve in my heart. My pops called a secret healer who lived a few towns away. And now I write this to you as a grown man. I’m not spoiling anything for you from the tale you’re about to read. It isn’t a spoiler that all these years I’ve survived. The true secret is that I lived at all. Actually I lived on an edge, one so dangerous most don’t even know it’s there. I didn’t sell my soul to the devil or dance with her on a clear night. I ran up to the devil and I stole the mask she wore and I wore it comfortably for quite some time. But then I met an angel and she made me want to die. I didn’t though. My secret isn’t even that I lived. It’s that I lived pretending to be the devil, wishing God would save my soul. I knew this was a wasted wish. I have no soul left to save. It’s why I could steal the devil’s persona. It’s why I lived when I should have died too many times. 
I don’t hold babies or pause for the elderly. It’s not because I’m unkind. I’m kind. I’m kind enough to never put myself close to anyone vulnerable. I’m afraid I might break them. I’m afraid of myself. I live alone or with the strong and arrogant. But I don’t live close to those who are vulnerable. I don’t live close to those who might dare to love me. I don’t trust myself otherwise. 
When I was born God made an awful error. He allowed a healer to save me. He allowed me to live. I’m a mistake. Not because my parents didn’t intend to have me and God failed to kill me. I’m a mistake because of what I can do. I’m a mistake because people like me aren’t destined for happiness. We are the miserable. The lonely. The people you warn your children not to become. The ones you warn your children to stay away from. 
I’m Ren Lewis and I was born with too much power. 
 
Chapter One
 
April 1985
The antique clock on the wall had the most irritating tick. It seemed extraordinarily loud. Probably because the old grandfather was a knockoff. It most likely was manufactured the year before in some backyard by a wanker who failed clock-making school and decided to go into forgery. I instantly liked the clock a lot more. 
Snap. Snap. 
The middle-aged Middling therapist dared to snap his dried fingertips in front of my face. Sure, I wasn’t paying attention to him. Sure, he’d asked his question to me repeatedly, and without answering I continued to stare at the clock which had too much lacquer and the detail work was a bit rough in places. How much did this shrink shell out for such a phony piece of furniture? 
Unhurried, I pulled my gaze around to face the irritated therapist. I had to give him credit. He almost appeared in control of this situation. Bravo. This is the only thing I think he had control of, since I was guessing his overweight wife probably bossed his skinny ass around all day and his three kids owned the parts of him that she didn’t. But this guy had a mock sense of authority over me; at least he had been trying to make a show of it. 
I blinked at him blankly. “What was the question?” I said.
“Ren, are you paying the least bit of attention during this session?” Dr. Simon said, pushing his wiry glasses up the thin bridge of his nose. 
I took a deliberate moment to actually think about the question. Should I answer honestly or should I save his ego and make him as the poor therapist feel better about himself? Yeah, saving egos is someone else’s job, for sure. 
“Not really,” I said, stretching out my arms with a long yawn. “But if it will make this whole mess go along a tad faster then I’ll give it a bit more of my attention. How’s that, doc?” 
He bristled, pulling his yellow pad of notes closer to him as he crossed a skinny ankle over his bony knee. “What do you have to say for your actions? Are you the least bit remorseful about what you did to poor Widow Johnson?”
I felt my eyebrows rise with surprise. Yeah, I was remorseful, but not about what I did to the old bag. I was remorseful that I’d been so foolish. Still new to my gifts, I had a lot to learn about limitations. Using my mind control, I convinced the old lady to give me her husband’s old Bentley. Give it to me. No questions asked. 
“Here you are,” she said, her Scottish accent much fainter than I remembered in years past. “It’s all yours.” Old Mrs. Johnson handed me the keys to the Bentley Continental, which had only been driven on Sundays. Then she gave me one little bit of advice. “Be careful around the corners. Henry didn’t like the tires to get dirty.”
I’m sure he didn’t. But this car had only one destiny in my hands. It was going to get dirty. Inside and out. I was going to drive it to London. Park it in front of the finest clubs and tempt the finest of women to join me inside it. And my plan would have worked and I would have been laid by a model at the early age of fifteen years old. However, it
didn’t work because I didn’t have a license to drive or the know-how to do so. 
Instead of driving that sleek ride to London, I crashed it into old man Miller’s stack of hay bundles on the other side of Mrs. Johnson’s farm. I knew then I’d never see a pretty lady undressing herself in that backseat. I had the know-how without all the actual “know-how.” I could control minds, but didn’t know how to do things…simple little things like driving. I needed to learn how to do these small tasks. But being fifteen provided all sorts of disadvantages. And namely, the first disadvantage was sitting squarely in front of me, fidgeting with his note pad.  
“The last time you were in here was because you let all of Mr. Gretchen’s sheep loose,” Dr. Simon said, reading from his file on the side table. He needed to have his orderly notes. Needed to be able to refer back to them. He didn’t have the advantage of a flawless, photographic memory, like me. Poor soul with his weaknesses and many shortcomings. How he made it through graduate school is ever a wonder to me. 
My green eyes narrowed at the accusation. It was all wrong. As usual. Just like with the Bentley. They thought I stole it, when it was actually given to me. And I didn’t let the sheep loose. I made Mr. Gretchen do it using a bit of hypnosis, partnered with mind control. However, I made silly errors in the process. Firstly, I’d hung around to watch the mayhem of sheep patrolling through our muddy streets. I’d also done a sloppy job of mind control on the dumb farmer. He remembered me. Didn’t know what I did to him, but there was enough suspicion that the whole thing was pinned on me. They thought I just let the sheep out, which is a lot more innocent a crime than what I really did. 
“Tell me, Ren, why is it that you keep acting out?” Dr. Simon said, almost looking a little afraid of me, but bent on acting his part as the parish therapist. The church wasn’t just paying him to sign off on the health and well-being of most of its members. They also expected him to fix the lot of us who were intent on the devil’s rule. 
I sized the guy up. We’d had at least half a dozen sessions. None of my usual lies had worked, so I decided he was ready for the truth. The truth I always saved until I was in the most amount of trouble. The truth invariably set me free, but not because people believed me. Rather because they thought I was crazy, which I probably am. 
“I keep acting out because,” I began in a rehearsed voice, “well, it’s complicated, and it’s actually a secret. I’m not sure if I should tell you. You may get mad at my parents since it was their insistence that I keep this private.” 
“Ren, I won’t get mad at your parents,” Dr. Simon said in his soothing therapist tone. “You can tell me anything and we will work through it together. Your parents will suffer no harm by your truths.” 
I nodded. Inside I smiled with glee. “The truth is that I was born half Dream Traveler, and not only can I travel through space and time using my dreams, but as this special race of humans I’m also gifted with a skill. Some Dream Travelers have one or maybe even two gifts. I can control people using my mind, hypnotize people with movements, and if I touch someone I can hear their thoughts.” I scuffed some imaginary dirt off my shoe. “That’s the truth. The big secret. Don’t be mad at me or my parents for it.” 
The therapist took in a long annoyed breath. “Until you, Ren, are ready to actually talk about your crimes in a real manner then these sessions are futile.” 
A slow smile formed on my face. The truth was always the better option in these situations. No one believed it and therefore just assumed I was a no-good teen. A troublemaker. A pathological liar. The truth was I kept telling the truth over and over again and no one believed me. My father, who had spent his life hiding the fact that he carried Dream Traveler blood in him, hadn’t especially liked that I did this. But he was smart enough to realize no one was ever going to believe me. I was Ren. The boy who had been there when my teacher pulled her knickers down during my solo detention last year. The boy who had been the one to call authorities when my entire church group, including our teacher, fell into inexplicable comas. I was the strange boy. The one who things happened around. But people thought it was because I was a troublemaker branded with the word “cursed” across my head. They had no idea it was because since I was ten years old I’d come into my gifts and could control most using my mind and hypnotize anyone I dared. I told them to hold my hand so I could read their thoughts, but they’d totally shrugged me off most of the time. Even though I kept telling the truth, I was dismissed. And that’s what made the whole thing even more fun. What fools they all were. Utter, stupid fools. 
But my mum saw through it and knew I was manipulating the lot of them. And her look of heartbreak did cause me a bit of stress. She kept professing her faith in me though. She thought that a heavy hand would never make me see my awful ways, but rather the hand of our Lord and Savior. That’s why she kept convincing the church to take me in after each of my crimes. Counsel me. Absolve my sins. Steer me in the right direction. 
However, my mother was as short-sighted as the rest. As a Middling, those who are without gifts or the power to dream travel, she’d never see how much fun it was to manipulate. My mother didn’t see a lot. Mostly because her life was so limited. And I wasted too many years of her life with my antics when I could have been with her, learning the lessons only she could teach me. The ones I only now realize Middlings can teach. Those of the heart. Dream Travelers are too distracted by our minds, by our gifts, to fully understand how love works. However, Middlings aren’t complicated in that way. 
“Ren, we’ve been doing this regularly,” Dr. Simon said to me that evening. He was thoroughly done with my shenanigans, and soon the poor chap would sod off to his meager dwelling on the outskirts of Peavey, where his family would abuse him with neglect and pesky remarks about his feeble appearance. He sighed deeply. “Ren, when you get caught, your mother makes her case to the vicar and somehow you end up seeing me instead of the constable. These opportunities for you to have rehabilitation instead of punishment are running out. I suggest you be real with me. I want you to tell me why you act out. Many of your teachers describe you as having a chip on your shoulder. Of being hostile. Do you want to tell me why? This is your last chance.” 
More than once throughout my life I’ve been asked what it is that made me so hard, so hostile. Why would something have to make me the way I am? I’ve known dozens of happy people who have nothing to be happy about and still they plaster stupid grins on their faces every bloody day. There are those who are all scared and tortured and they’ve got no good reason for the self-pity. Nothing more than a few trivial things have ever happened to them. Forgetting their lunch. Missing an exam. Not getting the girl. And yet these lowlifes go through life like they were given a curse at birth. 
It’s mostly just a choice. Life doesn’t make most of us any certain way. We wake up, and usually without knowing it, act in a way that fits our personality. Nothing made me the way I am. Not really. Things colored me. Persuaded me. But no experience is responsible for making me hostile. It’s just the way I prefer to be. Also, who I am is a result of something inside my bones. Probably a monster who feeds off my unhealthy behavior. I’m not a victim of circumstance. I’m a man who believes that the best strategy involves being extremely cynical and even more conniving. And if there’s one thing I’m more excellent at than all the other things, it’s strategy. I’m a bloody master at it. Hell, I’m fairly certain God takes notes out of my book. He should. If he knows what’s good for him. 
I brought my eyes up to meet the therapist’s gaze. I’d made a great show of putting real emotions on my face. My bottom lip quivered a bit. My eyes were filled to the brim with fake tears. And when I opened my mouth an actual croak happened out. “It’s my sister, Lyza,” I wailed. “She abuses me. She abuses me badly,” I sang. 
“Your older sister, Lyza?” Dr. Simon said, sitting forward, almost knocking the pad off his thin lap. 
“That’s right,” I said, furiously nodding my head. “The one due to graduate early this year and with an acceptance to Oxford. That one. But what you don’t know is she does things to me,” I said, putting a look of shameful hurt on my face. 
“Don’t you worry, Ren,” Dr. Simon said, leaning forward, placing a hand on my shaking arm. “We won’t let her hurt you any longer.” 
Truth be told, Lyza only hurt me with dirty remarks and cold stares. But Lyza had told our mother since she was thirteen that our mum was no better than a servant in our house. She had despised our mum for being a Middling and I in turn despised Lyza. And now I was going to make her pay for every hurtful thing she did to our mum. See, the thing is, when Ren gets in trouble, so do other people. 
I allowed the doctor’s hand to linger on my forearm. Now was probably not the time to tell this homosexual that I didn’t quite enjoy his touch, but definitely go and cart my sister away for abusing her little brother. I grabbed one more thought out of the doctor’s head before he slipped his hand away. That one thought was enough for me to know that the punishment Dr. Simon saw for Lyza would fit the bill until I could up the ante. 
Continue reading
Ren: The Man Behind the Monster
 



For more books by this author or to learn more about 
Sarah Noffke, please visit: 
http://www.sarahnoffke.com
 
 



Table of Contents
SUSPENDED
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Chapter Fifty
Chapter Fifty-One
Part II
Chapter Fifty-Two
Chapter Fifty-Three
Chapter Fifty-Four
Chapter Fifty-Five
Chapter Fifty-Six
Chapter Fifty-Seven
Chapter Fifty-Eight
Chapter Fifty-Nine
Chapter Sixty
Chapter Sixty-One
Chapter Sixty-Two
Chapter Sixty-Three
Chapter Sixty-Four
Chapter Sixty-Five
Chapter Sixty-Six
Chapter Sixty-Seven
Chapter Sixty-Eight
Chapter Sixty-Nine
Chapter Seventy
Chapter Seventy-One
Chapter Seventy-Two
Chapter Seventy-Three
Chapter Seventy-Four
Chapter Seventy-Five
Acknowledgements:
PARALYZED
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Chapter Fifty
Chapter Fifty-One
Chapter Fifty-Two
Chapter Fifty-Three
Chapter Fifty-Four
Chapter Fifty-Five
Chapter Fifty-Six
Chapter Fifty-Seven
Chapter Fifty-Eight
Chapter Fifty- Nine
Chapter Sixty
Chapter Sixty-One
Chapter Sixty-Two
Chapter Sixty-Three
Chapter Sixty-Four
Chapter Sixty-Five
Chapter Sixty-Six
Chapter Sixty-Seven
Chapter Sixty-Eight
Chapter Sixty-Nine
Chapter Seventy
Chapter Seventy-One
Chapter Seventy-Two
Chapter Seventy-Three
Chapter Seventy-Four
Chapter Seventy-Five
Acknowledgements:
RELEASED
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
PART II
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Chapter Fifty
Chapter Fifty-One
Chapter Fifty-Two
Chapter Fifty-Three
Chapter Fifty-Four
Chapter Fifty-Five
Chapter Fifty-Six
Chapter Fifty-Seven
Chapter Fifty-Eight
Chapter Fifty-Nine
Chapter Sixty
Chapter Sixty-One
Chapter Sixty-Two
Chapter Sixty-Three
Chapter Sixty-Four
Chapter Sixty-Five
Chapter Sixty-Six
Chapter Sixty-Seven
Chapter Sixty-Eight
Chapter Sixty-Nine
Chapter Seventy
Chapter Seventy-One
Chapter Seventy-Two
Chapter Seventy-Three
Chapter Seventy-Four
Chapter Seventy-Five
Epilogue
Acknowledgements:
About the Author:
Sneak Peek of Defects (The Reverians Series, #1):
Sneak Peek of Awoken (The Lucidites Series, #1):
Sneak Peek of Ren: The Man Behind the Monster:


cover.jpeg
v
z
xz
Z
g
7






images/00002.jpg
SARAH NOFFKE





images/00001.jpg
SARAH NOFFKE





images/00003.jpg
ALY Z

AGABONDICIRCUS 4 BOOK WO

SARAH NOFFKE





