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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Stumbling out of the Dubuque Public Library, I was in a complete daze.  
 
    Despite all the push and press of the people on the streets, nothing around me seemed real. The outside world felt so far away, like looking through the wrong end of a dusty telescope. I told myself again and again: “Bindi, this is the real world... nothing else. This is the real world!”  
 
    I failed, however, to dispel the sense of distance and disbelief that all but swallowed my optimism.  
 
    I barely remembered walking out the library door, or hearing the barely audible but fully alarmed calls of the librarian who had helped me earlier. One minute, I was examining the newspaper and the next, I was suddenly back in the populace at large! No one gave any sign they perceived my distress—they just continued on their merry ways, doing whatever it was they were doing.  
 
    Yet I… I didn’t know what to think, what to feel. Distress wasn’t even the right word for what I was feeling. And it all came down to that newspaper. That one picture... that impossible picture. I could still see it clearly, could still imagine the exact moment I’d found it in the back pages of the July 3, 1900 issue of The Dubuque Star.  
 
    Proudly posing for a publicity shot to advertise the Cirque du Noir stood... me! And there was no doubt about it this time—the woman in the picture was identical to me. But how could it be me? The photo was taken ten years before I was even born!  
 
    Brandeis.  
 
    The name ricocheted through my tumultuous thoughts, as though it were an answer in and of itself. Brandeis was the same woman I’d seen in the other posters. The same woman who, in every iteration, looked exactly like me. Right down to my... 
 
    My unfinished thought made me look from the image in the newspaper down to my left hand and, more pointedly, at the mark on the top of my left hand. The scar was a souvenir from a bout of chicken pox I’d caught during childhood. My mother, God bless her, had done her best to console me, saying how much it looked like a starburst. I supposed it did...  
 
    And it was also the same mark as the starburst on my doppelganger’s left hand. My twin from thirty years ago… That one detail had me mystified and no matter how many times I tried to understand, tried to bridge the pieces together, I couldn’t fathom what might possibly be going on. Yes, there was the common belief that everyone had an identical twin somewhere in the world—someone who looked so similar to oneself that others could mistake one for the other. But identical scars? I’d never heard of such a phenomenon. 
 
    If only I’d seen this picture before joining the circus, I might not have pursued such a career and definitely not one with the Cirque du Noir.  
 
    Brandeis—the name haunted my thoughts, ringing a bell from deep within me—one that seemed familiar somehow, yet that familiarity made little sense. The newspaper listed her surname as ‘Winston’. From what little I could gather about Brandeis, she’d been a horsewoman of great skill, and once the featured star of Cirque du Noir.  
 
    But that wasn’t the strangest part. No, in the image, Brandeis was flanked by two men I’d come to know very well in the past several weeks, Laurent Elilchelvan, the ringmaster and his brother, Rex, the office manager and ‘The Incredible, Indestructible Man’. There was a minor discrepancy between Laurent and Rex of 1900 and Laurent and Rex of 1930, however. The two brothers looked exactly the same in the photograph from thirty years ago as they did now. And that brought up a very good question: after three decades of circus life, how could this even be possible? Every answer I came up with ranged from the unthinkable to the disturbing. 
 
    The rattle of a rapidly approaching carriage snapped me out of my reverie. Barely escaping the horses pulling it, I managed to step back and out of the way. The carriage swiftly passed me in a rush, and the wind that followed, helped clear my head. Slightly disoriented after being so rudely snatched from my thoughts, I had to admit it was just the prod I needed. Regardless of what I’d seen and read in the library, this was no time to falter in my mission. In fact, remembering how I’d managed to get here, I needed my mental faculties at their sharpest now more than ever. 
 
    Letting the crowd swallow me up while walking down the street, I reflected on what my next course of action should be. When I fled the circus, I thought I had this part all figured out. I’d ridden the train until I reached Dubuque and then I’d planned to walk back home, something which was only five or so miles from the train station. 
 
    Yet, all the while, pangs of guilt over leaving my friends behind continued to plague me. Whenever my mind drifted to them, I couldn’t help but wonder if some or all of them had to pay dearly for their kindness to me. Of all those I’d left behind, however, losing Amelia hurt the worst.  
 
    Amelia had preceded me in her audition for the circus, but by the time I’d arrived, she was gone. Laurent had told me she’d received a telegram alerting her to a family emergency, which puzzled me but I’d naively accepted it as the truth. Eventually, the real truth, the awful, fantastic, terrible truth did emerge. Somehow, Amelia had been turned into a porcelain-faced doll. 
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t alone in her fate. More members of the circus whose contracts came to an end suffered the same destiny. Tucked away safely in The Dark Room, inside a gypsy caravan next to The Hall of Oddities and The Menagerie, their transfigured bodies filled the myriad shelves. Some of them could still interact with me, but all were forever denied the chance to be human again.  
 
    Even worse, several members of the audience that had been invited onstage, later suffered untimely deaths from freak accidents. All it took was a touch from Laurent, Rex or—God forgive me—myself, and a sigil would leave our wrists and suddenly appear on the wrists of the victims. The newspapers reported all these sudden deaths, which always occurred after their brief appearances onstage. Still more puzzling was how some of them wound up in the posters that filled the walls of Laurent’s office and The Dark Room. 
 
    Even now, as I pondered this again in the clear light of day, I was surrounded by people that knew nothing of these perils. What did it all mean? Was it possible I was related to Brandeis? Had my parents deliberately forgotten to tell me I was related to her? Did they even know? And how could we have matching scars? All these questions swirled inside my head like a pit of restless vipers. And the thought of snakes reminded me of Valida and her charming boa constrictor, Balthazar. I smiled until I remembered that both of them now sat inertly on a shelf in The Dark Room. As dolls. 
 
    As always, my thoughts once more turned to the question of what I could possibly do. Not for the first time did I consider going back to the family farm and forgetting this part of my life ever happened.  
 
    Suddenly, I realized my footsteps had taken me back to the train station. Acknowledging that reality, I picked up my pace as I realized this was a mystery I wouldn’t allow to escape me. I had to understand—to get to the bottom of what was happening. And there was only one place to do that. 
 
    I had to return to Cirque du Noir. 
 
    I was walking up to the platform when my steps began to slow, my uncertainty creeping back into my thoughts and slackening my pace. I had no idea where the circus could be right now. I’d barely had the vaguest notion of Cirque du Noir’s next stop before fleeing for what I thought was forever. By now, I’d put many miles between myself and Olathe, Kansas, where I’d spent my last day with the troupe.  
 
    And now you want to return? I thought to myself, swallowing hard as I thought about all the reasons I’d escaped. Mainly because I seriously feared becoming a doll myself. Was my porcelain countenance being painted in The Dark Room in anticipation of my possible return? Did I dare risk such a terrible doom? 
 
    I truly shouldn’t have let my worries distract me. Maybe then I would have sensed that there was someone behind me before a cold, hard column of steel pressed into the right side of my rib cage. I glanced down at the source: a shiny revolver. I looked over my shoulder at its owner, a man wearing a broad Stetson hat with deep, brown wrinkles in his face. He was scowling at me. Clad in filthy chaps with heavy leather gloves on his hands, he was covered in so much dust from head to toe that even his eyes were bloodshot, ostensibly from the grit.  
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him I had nothing valuable—which was true—before I felt another hand grab me by the forearm and twist me away from him. My brief moment of relief instantly evaporated when I saw who this particular hand belonged to.  
 
    “There you are,” Rex grumbled, his great bulk hidden by an ill-fitting suit. From his immense height, he looked down at me with an expression that denoted equal parts of anger and relief. 
 
    “How dare you!” I yelled at him, outraged to see him here and while doing my best to twist out of his grip, I struggled. Which was ironic since I was Cirque du Noir’s resident contortionist. Regardless, Rex’s iron grasp held me tight, and no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t extricate myself. After a while, the cold, steel barrel of the revolver pressed into my spine once more. When I looked up at Rex, he glared at the other man and the dirty cowboy backed off. 
 
    “Don’t make this any more difficult than it already is,” Rex growled. “Ned is looking for any excuse to fire his gun.” 
 
    I glanced at the newly identified cowboy and noticed his revolver was the cleanest thing about him. I couldn’t help observing the jarring contrast. While I stared in anger and fear, a train whistle sounded from the tracks.  
 
    “You have no right,” I started, but Rex’s narrowed gaze immediately quieted the words on my lips. 
 
    “I came after you because you belong with the circus, Bindi,” he said in a soft voice. “You belong with us.” 
 
    “No,” I insisted, shaking my head. And even though I had already made the decision on my own to return to the circus in order to understand what was going on there, I didn’t appreciate the fact that Rex had come after me.  
 
    “Please,” Rex said and this time, his eyes were soft, yearning. “This is your fate, Bindi, and you can’t escape it.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, because there was something inside me that immediately accepted it as the truth. As much as I hated that thought.  
 
    Ned looked over at Rex before tilting his head in the direction of the whistle. 
 
    “Yeah, we need to go now,” Rex said with a nod. “That train won’t wait for us.” Relegated once more to his iron grip, he discreetly dragged me down the aisle, Ned flanking my left side so he could jab his gun into my side.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    After buying three tickets, Rex didn’t say a single word to me before we all boarded the train.  
 
    He gave me the sourest look I’d ever seen him give to anyone. Since he was the most dour, glum, and violent man I’d ever known, that was really saying something. Even Ned seemed intimidated by his aura of menace. The cowboy remained silent, but always close enough to shoot me without hesitation. Why Rex had bothered to bring this guy with him, I didn’t know. After all, there was nothing scarier than Rex in a bad mood. 
 
    Both men escorted me until we entered the train compartment. Then, once Rex shut the door behind us, Ned openly brandished his firearm in my face while sitting in the seat opposite me. Could he possibly think I might try to escape? I was now stuck on a train with the two of them, for crying out loud.  
 
    The final cries of “All aboard!” echoed from the front before the train lurched forward, signaling our departure. It gradually picked up speed as we left Dubuque behind us. As the world outside our window sped past in a blur, Rex leaned forward and asked, “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Nothing you’ll care about,” I snapped reflexively. I was seething with rage, and far too furious to listen to my sensible side which was warning me not to upset Rex more than he already was. Instead, leaning forward, I snarled, “Tell me about Brandeis Winston.” 
 
    Rex’s eyes flashed with surprise. “I never told you her last name,” he muttered. I perceived suspicion as well as respect in his tone. 
 
    “No, and neither did the poster in The Dark Room,” I agreed. 
 
    “Then how?” he started. 
 
    “The library in Dubuque had a picture of her from the newspaper, captioned with her last name.” I paused before adding, “You know, I have to admit the resemblance between us is uncanny...” I glared at him as I dramatically ran my fingers over my scar, adding, “In more ways than one.” 
 
    Rex blinked hard at my demonstration. Despite his brusque demeanor, it would have been a huge mistake to characterize him as stupid. He was anything but and I could plainly see the wheels turning in his head. The picture that was forming, however, seemed to disturb him. As was his habitual custom, he disguised his discomfort with another growl and a sneer.  
 
    “I told Laurent you heard too much for your own good.” 
 
    Ned flicked his beady eyes at Rex. I didn’t fail to notice how he tightened the grip on his gun and briefly wondered if this was how my story ended. Rex just shook his head before aiming his index finger at the compartment door. Ned squinted in disbelief, as if to say, “Are you sure?” Rex answered with a glare and another insistent shake of his finger. The cowboy shrugged, holstering his revolver as he stood up and walked outside the compartment door. Ned looked as vicious as a rabid dog, so I doubted anyone would dare disturb our conversation.  
 
    Once the door closed, Rex finally spoke again. “Back in Olathe, when Laurent and I were having a conversation with Mr. Grey…” 
 
    “I recall,” I admitted, figuring he knew I knew something. 
 
    He nodded. “Don’t know how much you heard, but I expect it was more than enough.” 
 
    “Or not enough,” I retorted. “Who is Mr. Grey anyway?” 
 
    “An investor in the show,” Rex replied as if he were reading the label on a jar. 
 
    “Don’t give me that,” I snapped, leaning forward as I narrowed my eyes at him. “Anyone who could intimidate you—which he obviously did—has to be more than just ‘an investor’.” 
 
    “Think whatever you like,” Rex replied, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Here’s all you need to know about Mr. Grey: be very grateful that I found you before he did.”  
 
    His answer confused me. “Why would he be looking for me?” 
 
    “Does that question matter?” Rex responded. 
 
    “It matters to me.” 
 
    He breathed in deeply, then looked out the window at the miles of farmland that passed by. “He learned of your escape right after we did.” Then he rubbed his head in frustration. “As if it were possible to conceal the sudden disappearance of the star of our show!” 
 
    “When did Ned join the troupe?” I asked, indicating the gunslinger outside. “I didn’t see him at any of the auditions.” 
 
    Rex’s eyes darted around the compartment as if he feared someone could be eavesdropping on us. “He’s a gift from Mr. Grey. When I left the circus to find you, Mr. Grey insisted Ned come along.” 
 
    There was something else behind his eyes—something I couldn’t detect, although I knew it was there. I sensed he was holding back something, the truth of that fact was there in his eyes. “How did you find me?” I asked more quietly. 
 
    His arms were still crossed, and he shrugged his heavy shoulders. “Wasn’t too hard. I knew you were from Iowa and the fastest, most anonymous way to travel these days is by train. Ned and I checked out every major railway station.” He opened his arms wide, and the span nearly encompassed the whole compartment as he added, “Until we found you.” 
 
    Alice’s odyssey in Wonderland sounded more believable than his explanation. “The train stops at a lot of stations in Iowa,” I pointed out. “You could have gone months without a clue as to where I went. And I know you don’t believe in dumb luck.” 
 
    Before he could respond, the red tattoo on the inside of his wrist began to glow. I knew it all too well. It was the hateful scythe he used on the audience members to mark them as victims. I looked down at my own wrist and was shocked when the same mark cast its crimson light. Within moments, both Rex’s and my tattoos faded away, leaving no trace of either. The reasons behind how Rex had truly located me suddenly became more ominous. 
 
    Glancing up from my wrist, I faced him with concern. “What in the hell is going on?” 
 
    The unidentifiable look returned to his face but was quickly replaced by the iron mask of disdain that he always showed to the world. “As much I wish I could tell you, Bindi,” he whispered back, “I can’t... Not ever.” 
 
    My eyes drifted from him to the man watching our door. “What do you plan to do with me?” 
 
    Rex shrugged again. “Bring you back where you belong, keep a closer eye on you...” Then he startled me by leaning forward and jabbing his finger right into my face. “And if you ever try another stunt like this again, you’ll have to answer to Mr. Grey.” 
 
    The inherent threat in his words sent a shiver down my spine. Still, my dignity was tarnished, so I had to stand up for myself. “And what eternal bonds connect me to Cirque du Noir? In case you failed to notice, I’m a free woman, one who can leave any job any time I choose.” I tried to match Rex’s anger and hatefulness before I added, “What you’re doing now is a crime, I might add, called kidnapping.” 
 
    To my surprise, Rex smirked and then snorted as he leaned back into his seat. “Need I remind you of the contract you signed with us?” he asked. “Laurent has written so many of them, there are no loopholes left to exploit. You have exactly two choices…” He held up his pointer finger. “Either finish the season with us...” then he held up his middle finger and said, “or we are fully entitled to liquidate your property, and that of your family, in order to cover our losses.” 
 
    “I never agreed to that!” A fresh spike of anger throttled me. “And don’t you even think about touching my family’s farm!” 
 
    “As long as you abide by our contract, neither that nor anything else unpleasant will occur.” 
 
    I couldn’t remember the exact verbiage of the contract I’d signed, but I had a feeling Laurent had done whatever he needed to to ensure he had me by the throat. And updating such contract was certainly not beyond the realm of disbelief. 
 
    I then remembered some of the poor audience members who had died after being touched by Rex and Laurent. I didn’t doubt for a moment that the circus could and would do the same or worse to my family. If I made things hard for them, they’d return the favor and then some. 
 
    The conversation ended, and Rex leaned back in his seat and gave me a sullen look. Though he didn’t bother calling Ned back inside, I knew Ned was watching us through the frosted glass.  
 
    For the next twenty minutes or so, while Rex and I sat in silence, I contemplated escaping. My mind conjured numerous schemes, none of them seriously. Each one was impossible because the circumstances they required were far from reality. Yes, I’d already decided to return to the circus, but now that I was well on my way, my mind was flooded with regret. 
 
    The time passed, and I trashed the last of my escape plans. All I could do was sit quietly in my seat and watch the world roll past the window. I was definitely returning to Cirque du Noir and there was nothing I could do to change that. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    We stayed inside our compartment for several hours.  
 
    The train made many stops along the way to pick up new passengers and discharge others. When dinner was served, Ned returned to the compartment for a silent meal as the sun began to set in the distance. I wondered how far away our stop was and how long it would take us to get there. 
 
    Eventually, our journey came to an end. After nightfall, the flat land surrounding us was plunged into a dark shadow. We pulled into a train station of prodigious proportion. A large clock tower and pitched roof made the station resemble a palace more than a train depot. The placard near the tracks marked our current location: Grand Forks, North Dakota.  
 
    Ned patted Rex on the arm before using the same hand to point to the sign. Rex nodded and rolled his shoulders forward.  
 
    “All right, this is our stop,” he said to me, rising to his feet. As I stood up, he gave me a scrutinizing look and asked, “Will you promise to behave yourself?” 
 
    I looked at him and his cowboy companion, who was also on his feet with his hand firmly wrapped around his gun. “That depends on how well you treat me.” 
 
    Ned cocked the revolver than uncocked it, seemingly less tense than before. I was sure he did it to remind me who controlled the situation. Rex shook his head and grunted before opening the compartment door. I felt the gun barrel gently prodding me in the ribs as we made our way off the train. Why Ned felt the need to constantly threaten me with it, I didn’t know. Seemed like overkill and then some. 
 
    We’d just stepped onto the platform when my blood ran cold. The sparse crowd inside the depot made the old man stand out, despite the dim light of the station lamps. I recognized the black suit, and those coal-black eyes burning with an unholy light of their own. Mr. Grey was anything but forgettable. 
 
    He stared at the three of us before he haltingly approached. Ned was behind me, so I couldn’t see his reaction, but Rex slumped his broad shoulders and a deep growl of dissatisfaction came from his throat.  
 
    “Typical,” he muttered as Mr. Grey came nearer to us. 
 
    “I see you managed to succeed where I failed,” Mr. Grey said as a greeting. His unmasked disapproval conveyed how unhappy he was about this being so. 
 
    Ned eased the gun barrel away from my ribcage and Rex stepped forward as he looked down at the older man. “Is that a problem?” he asked, almost challenging Mr. Grey to say that it was. 
 
    The older man matched Rex’s disdain with his own pointed stare. “That will depend greatly on this young lady’s actions from this point forward.” He emphasized his words by stomping on the platform with his foot hard enough to make me jump. “I will tolerate no repeats of the Olathe debacle.” 
 
    “Neither will we,” Rex said while Ned walked around me to stand by Mr. Grey’s side. “We’re going to take extra precautions when we return.” 
 
    Mr. Grey pointed a gnarled finger at the bigger man. “You had better, Rex. I’m already underwhelmed by this season’s profits. Allowing our little contortionist to miss her final performance only made our situation that much worse.” 
 
    Again, I ignored the sensible side of me in exchange for instant gratification. I chose to satisfy my boiling anger by stepping in between the two men. Mr. Grey’s angry eyes landed on me while Rex looked at me in surprise. Regardless, I held my ground and matched Mr. Grey in my stare. “In case you’ve forgotten, sir, our little contortionist is standing right here,” I said, putting as much contempt in my tone of voice as I could muster. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw the beginning of a grin on Ned’s lips. But Mr. Grey was not amused.  
 
    “Ah, yes, so you are,” he spat derisively. “Apparently, you have no appreciation for the perils of your current position.” 
 
    “Feel free to enlighten me,” I said, boldly putting my hands on my hips in defiance. “I’m tired of getting nothing but half-truths and outright lies. How refreshing, for once, to have some uncorrupted honesty.” 
 
    I received a look of deadly intent from Mr. Grey, indicating I’d overstepped my bounds, but I couldn’t say I cared. I felt the strength of Rex’s big hands on my shoulders as he slightly pulled me back. I couldn’t help but wonder: was he doing so to protect me? It sure felt like it. Mr. Grey’s bullying manner made me wonder if ‘The Incredible, Indestructible Man’ were any match for this alleged investor if it came to a physical confrontation. Even though Rex was easily the larger, stronger man, I had a feeling Mr. Grey had some secrets of his own. 
 
    “Ah, there you all are!” shouted a familiar voice from the far end of the platform. “Good to see that everyone is now safe and sound!” With that loud announcement, Laurent strode up to us at a speedy clip. His signature smile and sartorial splendor made him stand out from the small crowd milling about the station. Like Rex, Laurent also wore a suit but with much more panache and ease. 
 
    Mr. Grey raised an eyebrow at our newest arrival. “You have an uncanny knack, Laurent, of always arriving just when things become difficult.” 
 
    “If you say so, Mr. Grey, I shall not argue with you,” Laurent replied, subtly stepping between me and the older man. “That said, I had a sneaking suspicion that our wayward lamb would reappear most likely.” For once, no one responded to Laurent’s usual patter. In the awkward silence that followed, he cast uneasy eyes at everyone before clearing his throat and asking, “Would I be correct in guessing that not all of us are in a celebratory mood?” 
 
    “Whatever could have given you that idea, brother?” Rex asked sarcastically, sounding as friendly as a bear with a toothache. 
 
    “Oh, a number of things, Rex, as these situations so often arise,” Laurent responded with a small laugh, patting Rex on the chest. Rex glowered at him, but Laurent ignored it and continued his monologue. “But may I ask, what is there to be angry about?” He clapped his hands together in apparent delight. “Our crisis is resolved, our tents are all set up for our next engagement, and the new precautions we’re now observing will make certain this situation never arises again. How is this not the best time for elation and merriment?” 
 
    I stared at Laurent with incredulous rage. Being forcibly abducted and brought back to Cirque du Noir, I had no reason to celebrate. 
 
    “As I expounded to your brother, Laurent,” Mr. Grey said, turning his baleful eyes on the ringmaster. “I have no cause for celebration after seeing this season’s sales thus far.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, we are at the penultimate conclusion of our tour,” Laurent argued. “And our final stop in this fine North Dakotan city has been the salvation of previous difficult seasons, time and again, has it not?” 
 
    I could tell Mr. Grey wanted to argue the point, but he couldn’t. Laurent often had that effect on people. He was as shameless as a traveling medicine man yet so charming and flawless that people often had no resistance to his unctuousness. 
 
    After a frustrated sigh, Mr. Grey replied, “Your point is well-taken, Laurent. But you have merely postponed our discussion of this topic. I shall resume it at the conclusion of the tour.” He pointed at Ned. “In order to protect my investment, I must insist that Edward stay on duty for the remainder of the tour.” 
 
    Rex ever-so-subtly tightened his grip on my shoulders. “You said he’d only be here as long as—” 
 
    “Now, now, Rex,” Laurent smoothly interrupted him. “For our season finale, any extra acts will do much to boost our sales.” He turned and gave Mr. Grey a theatrical bow. “Merci beaucoup, monsieur. We remain, as always, grateful for your assistance as well as your sage advice.” 
 
    “Oh, spare me your disingenuous flattery,” Mr. Grey snapped. “If you fail to fulfill your quota, our next conversation will be a great deal more critical than this one.” He waved a finger at Laurent, Rex and me. “Do not disappoint my already low expectations.” 
 
    Saying that, Mr. Grey whirled around and walked away. His anger echoed in each footfall he made on the platform before he faded from sight. Oddly enough, that’s exactly what he did. In minutes, there was no trace of him anywhere. It was as if the shadows had simply absorbed him. 
 
    “Well,” Laurent said, suppressing a shudder. “I suppose that went as well as could be expected.” 
 
    Rex stared at the now-empty space that Mr. Grey formerly occupied. “Not sure I agree with you.” 
 
    Laurent grunted and smiled, but his humor faded a little when his eyes fell on me. “Oh, Bindi, look at the mess you’ve made.”  
 
    As Laurent shrugged, Rex growled, “Are we going to just stand here all night or?” 
 
    Laurent noted my hesitance before replying, “We can go now, Rex.” He motioned me to the other end of the platform and asked, “Shall we?” 
 
    I kept thinking about Mr. Grey’s final warning, and I couldn’t forget his accusatory finger pointing at me and the two brothers... almost as if we were equal in our standing. I was certainly the star of the circus now, but how had I earned such a distinction? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Before my attempted getaway, I might have considered having my own private tent a huge blessing.  
 
    As well as I got on with the rest of the troupe, there were plenty of times when sharing my sleeping quarters with so many people became an inconvenience. It was especially true when I needed to slip out in the night on my trips to the ebony caravan. Never mind all the times I wished I could sleep a little longer or, those unlucky nights when I failed to sleep at all. Naturally, all the instances of personal business that one takes for granted inside a private home, such as having a personal privy or changing room, are reserved as a luxury when one travels with the circus. 
 
    Despite that, getting relegated to a tent all by myself made me once more recall the wisdom of my mother’s homily: be careful what you wish for. Not that it was uncomfortable, not in the least. The cot was actually of better quality than even the best in the communal sleeping tent. Nearly all the possessions I’d left behind in my run for Iowa were also present and accounted for. I even had my own full-length mirror to see my reflection as I changed into my nightgown or stage clothes.  
 
    But even this seemingly cozy domicile had no more character than a hotel room. All my possessions, both new and old, occupied very little space inside the vast interior. Most of it was empty. I wished my friends from the previous shows were there to share it with me.  
 
    During the first tour, I’d met Halfreida, the bearded lady who’d looked after me like a loving aunt, and then there was the more impersonal, Valida—the snake-charmer who became oddly overly protective of those she was fond of. My last tour had introduced me to newer friends: the tattooed Lady Liberty, the long-haired sisters, Bernice and Vernice, and Madame Jiang, an Asian woman with extremely long fingernails, a pet monkey, and very few words. My heart skipped when I thought of Amelia too. But they were all gone now, and that knowledge made my new quarters as cold and impersonal as Ned’s steel revolver.  
 
    Speaking of Ned, I was pleasantly surprised to find he wasn’t still watching over me, especially after Mr. Grey’s final remarks on the train platform. But if Laurent planned to put Ned in the show, he’d want this cowboy-for-hire to have plenty of time and space to practice his sharpshooting act. So, I was guarded by a pair of stagehands, who did no more than patrol the outer perimeter of my tent. It was easy to surmise I was allowed to go nowhere and see no one. 
 
    The gravity of my situation landed on my shoulders and instantly depressed me. At this point, I would have welcomed even Greta, the World’s Largest Woman, for company which was saying a lot because dear Greta snored like a saw mill. My thoughts centered on Liberty, the two sisters and Jiang. Once more, I worried they’d been caught helping me escape. And if so, I hated to imagine the harsh punishment that awaited them for being so kind to me. 
 
    Oddly enough, I found it difficult to imagine either Laurent or Rex meting out any form of punishment though. I guessed any severe treatment for rule-breakers would be executed by none other than Mr. Grey, himself.  
 
    I argued with myself because that made no sense. Laurent had already proven more than once what a slick liar and opportunist he was on several occasions. And I’d witnessed enough instances of Rex’s unmitigated anger to believe that brutality was well within his repertoire. Yet I still longed to find a way to explain, absolve or forgive them for the harm they did to me or anyone else. Beyond all sense and reason, I still hoped they’d turn out to be better men than they seemed. 
 
    And that just proved how completely stupid I was. 
 
    My confusion regarding Laurent and Rex and my feelings towards them only exacerbated my general unhappiness. How could I seek the answers to the circus’s dark mysteries while being trapped inside my tent and constantly observed? Laurent could insist on calling me the star of the show just like he had with Brandeis when she was the star. But now she was gone. And I was here. 
 
    I felt like a trained monkey confined to a gilded birdcage, just like the one in my act. Even though the gold bars shone and twinkled in the lights, I was still being held captive against my will. 
 
    As that thought crossed my mind, I heard a soft cooing coming from the shadow at the back of the tent. It sounded remarkably familiar. I looked up in alarm, fearing my persistent brooding was giving me auditory hallucinations. My alarm increased when I saw something silently creeping out of the shadows with another soft coo as it came closer. It was a tiny, human-like shape but its gait dispelled that assumption. When I caught sight of his tail and face, I relaxed and smiled as I opened my arms to him. 
 
    “Samuel!” I whispered as quietly as I could, scooping up the little monkey and putting him in my lap. I gave him a heartfelt hug and whispered, “I’m so happy to see you!”  
 
    The precious, little monkey, Madame Jiang’s ‘co-performer’, wrapped his furry arms around my neck, cooing and soothing me. He sealed his hug with a soft kiss on my cheek, which I returned by planting one on his forehead. 
 
    When I finally looked at him, it was with a combination of hope and dread. Jiang and Samuel had collaborated in my escape. Samuel’s presence here made me think Jiang was still alive, or at least, I hoped such was the case. Then again, it could also mean that she was gone, and he’d been banished to the fate of a roaming fugitive. 
 
     “How did you even find me?” I asked even though it was a silly question because it wasn’t as though Samuel could speak. Still, he was smarter than your average monkey. So I asked him, “Do you need a place to hide?” I considered my travel trunk at the foot of my cot. 
 
    Samuel shook his head a couple of times before handing me something. It turned out to be two things: a fountain pen and a small, folded-up piece of paper. Although I could make out very little of the message in the sliver of dim moonlight, I knew the quality of the fine paper was a clue as to whom it came from. I had to angle the paper just right to see what was written on it. The missive was simple and artistically written in flowing script: 
 
    “Next rehearsal, bring this—Jiang.” 
 
    I had to smile with relief. Owing to her outlandish fingernails, Jiang’s hands were rendered practically useless. She compensated by using her feet to do a vast number of everyday tasks. That included handwriting. I took her note as the first sure sign she was safe. 
 
    When I looked away from the note, Samuel snatched it from my hand as though it were a fresh peach. “Samuel, wait!” I called, but he’d already leaped from my lap and disappeared into the shadows without a sound. Waiting for the footsteps of the nearest stagehand to pass him by, Samuel flipped the tent flap to the side and darted out of it. 
 
    My eyes landed on the fountain pen. I initially assumed it had been provided so I could write some sort of message back to Jiang. But Samuel’s swift retreat made me wonder otherwise. Why would Jiang have given me this pen and told me to bring it to tomorrow’s rehearsal? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Laurent made a frustrated cry in his throat and shook his head. “No, no, no, Bindi!” he called out, his voice echoing under the big top. “You keep defaulting to the old routine! Come out of there and try again, please!” 
 
    It took every bit of my waning self-control to restrain the urge to tell Laurent what he could do with his “request.” But I was already a virtual prisoner, so it was less than wise to follow that course of action. For once, I heeded my good sense and slowly extracted myself from the tight birdcage that had become the staple of my act. Getting out of it was far from speedy. Every muscle in my body had to be stretched, and every limb positioned perfectly to avoid injury. By slow degrees, I eventually emerged from the cage and stood at my full—if modest—height on the ground. Then and only then could I give my full attention to the ringmaster. 
 
    “You expect me to execute my act perfectly after just one rehearsal?” 
 
    A surprisingly tender expression crossed Laurent’s face. He put a gentle hand on my shoulder and said, “I know this situation is less than ideal for you. Had I my druthers, I would have welcomed the old routine without any changes.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow at him. “Are you saying the change wasn’t your idea in the first place?” 
 
    Laurent looked nervously around, as if to ascertain whether there were any possible eavesdroppers. I had a feeling he was looking for one, in particular—Ned. When his eyes lingered over his right shoulder, I followed his gaze to find a glowering Rex looking back at him. Rex’s bare chest exposed his countless scars for all to see, so I knew he, too, was rehearsing his own routine this evening. But there was nothing to explain the coiled anger that blistered from the look he gave his brother. 
 
    Finally, Laurent tore his nervous eyes away from Rex and answered me. “I admit Rex had some suggestions on how to spice up your act. You must recall what I said about Grand Forks often rescuing us from plummeting profits.” 
 
    I remembered him saying as much. “So, you’re pulling out all the stops to ensure we get our biggest crowds,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Precisely,” Laurent said with a relieved sigh. “I do apologize for the abrupt change in your act, but it really is for the best.” He gestured back at the birdcage. “Now, be a dear and go through the routine one more time...?” 
 
    While I slowly poured my body once more into the tiny cage, I reflected on our conversation. To my surprise, it felt normal, like nothing had changed between us. Interestingly enough, Laurent hadn’t had one negative thing to say about my escaping. Instead, he’d simply acted as if it had never happened. As if I were still the wide-eyed innocent who was living her dream of joining the circus and Laurent was my charming, if duplicitous, patron. Before I could allow myself to start thinking good thoughts about Laurent, I had to remind myself of his duplicity—of all the lies he’d told me about The Dark Room. No matter what, Laurent couldn’t be trusted. And neither could Rex, for that matter. They were both hiding secrets—and I fully intended to weed those secrets out. 
 
    As I finished putting myself inside the cage, I had to imagine why he and Rex were so intimidated by Mr. Grey. Their opinion of the old man was one of the few points of agreement I’d observed between the siblings. It made me wonder what Mr. Grey held over both of them? Why did they both appear to kowtow to him? 
 
    The closing of my cage door ended my thought, and I looked once more at Laurent. 
 
    “Now, Bindi,” he said with optimal encouragement. “The right way this time.” 
 
    With the same careful contortions I used to enter the cage, I gradually turned myself around. Placing my feet on the cage top, I used my hands to take the place of my feet at the bottom. Soon enough, I was completely upside down, my cramped feet at the top while grasping the bars with my hands. After some shifts and twists, I turned myself around when I once more upended myself, pointing my head towards the ground. I carefully righted myself until I was gazing through the bars. 
 
    “Better,” Laurent exclaimed, opening up the cage door in the same breath. Something in his tone of voice seemed odd, so I looked at him more closely and found he was staring at the big tent’s roof and tapping his chin in deep thought. His expression seemed displeased but I couldn’t for the life of me see what was upsetting him. 
 
    When I finished my slow egress, I asked him, “Did I do anything wrong?” 
 
    “Huh?” Laurent replied as if he forgot I was right in front of him. “Oh, no! Hardly. You did precisely and exactly what was expected from you.” His chin-tapping got harder. “Still, even without a single flaw, something just feels wrong... something is missing. The stew needs some extra spice, but I can’t quite figure out which one to add.” 
 
    While Laurent tried to explain his thoughts to me, I became aware of another voice from the far end of the big top. Having heard it often from much shorter distances, I knew to whom it belonged at once.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Strolling through the big top, wearing nothing but panties and a modest brassiere, Lady Liberty naturally caused a stir among everyone around her.  
 
    Her ensemble wasn’t the only shocking thing about her. Actually, much more shocking was her skin which was tattooed with a detailed map of the United States, which had earned her the title, ‘The Human Atlas’. Her gift for gab was easily equal to Laurent’s, allowing her to project her voice around the entire tent. 
 
    “Dagnabbit, where is it?!” she shouted. “This was the last place I saw it! I know it has to be here!” 
 
    Rex rolled his eyes before strolling over to see what all the fuss was about. Laurent merely seemed annoyed by the interruption. “She must realize this does nothing to improve or streamline tonight’s performance, I assume?” he said, stopping to see what the problem was. 
 
    Rex talked to Lady Liberty in a low tone, to which she responded, “No, I won’t forget about it! That Waterman pen cost me nearly all of last week’s pay! I’ll be damned if I’m just gonna lose it like that!” 
 
    Laurent shook his head in dismay as he drifted over to the distraught tattooed woman. “Dear lady, I do sympathize with your frustration,” he announced in his ringmaster voice as he drew closer to her. “But haven’t you forgotten that we have a show to prepare for?” 
 
    “Now, look here, Laurent,” Liberty said, matching his gaze with hers. “I’m not asking for the moon, just my darn pen. You gotta figure somebody saw it, right?” Her voice echoed in the big top, every bit as loudly as Laurent’s.  
 
    Everyone’s attention was centered on her, so without any difficulty, I pulled out the pen from where I’d hidden it inside my thigh, under my leotard. “Is this it, Liberty?” I asked while walking towards her. 
 
    Her eyes lit up with eager recognition right before Laurent intercepted me. I barely got a quarter of the way there.  
 
    “I’ll hand it to her,” he declared as he snatched the pen from me. “In the meantime, get back to practicing your new routine.” 
 
    My heart sank as I watched him strolling away, brandishing the pen. But Liberty seemed anything but dismayed. She demanded he bring it closer, briefly accusing him of trying to pass a fake one to get her to shut up. Everyone’s eyes, including mine, were riveted by the spectacle. 
 
    That’s why I jumped when someone nudged my arm from behind. Seeing the long, Lady Godiva locks as I turned around, I started to smile.  
 
    “Looks as though I owe Jiang two bucks,” Vernice said, pulling out a small package from her thick hair. “That distraction she provided was absolutely brilliant.” 
 
    After palming the new package in my hand, she slipped away discreetly. I unwrapped the paper to find a small vial with a brown stopper. The liquid inside was clear as water but I suspected it was anything but. The writing inside the wrapper made that plain enough: ‘Slip this into the guards’ drink’. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I sat in the midst of the crowd, thoughts of what could be inside the vial swirled around in my head. It was better than staring idly at the all-encompassing darkness. The pair of stagehands assigned to watching me sat in the two seats behind me. They tailed me the whole way to my seat, no doubt to make sure I didn’t try to disappear again. I could feel their eyes on me, daring me to do something that would cause them to jump into action.  
 
    That unpleasant image turned my attention to my immediate surroundings. The distant glare of the spotlight, now firmly fixed on Laurent in the center ring, provided enough illumination for me to glimpse the faces around me. All those unsuspecting men, women and children I sat among... My previous suspicion that Laurent was testing my self-control earlier in the day was instantly dwarfed by my anxiety. Now that it was time for my first performance since my return, two things ran through my mind. First, I wondered which of these poor souls would be lost to the circus after tonight? While that thought preyed on my mind, I struggled over my second concern. How could I hide my unease and discomfort over their dismal fate as I performed my act? 
 
    The sudden appearance of another spotlight pulled me away from my futile thoughts. The spotlight began making frantic sweeps of the crowd, rather like a starving man looking at a feast.  
 
    “But wherever can our pretty bird be?” Laurent called out, exaggeratedly putting his hand to his ear. “Surely, she must be here somewhere... I can almost hear her...” A corresponding flute played the appropriate notes while a new spotlight continued its bogus “search.” 
 
    A tight knot formed in my stomach. This part of the show had been unaltered since the beginning of the tour. Soon enough, the spotlight reached my general direction, gradually moving over the crowd until at last, it located me. Once, I would have relished all the attention. Now, it felt like the hostile glare of an angry god, preparing to deliver my appropriate punishment.  
 
    Undaunted, I rose from my seat and forced a smile as I presented myself to the audience. The drab coat I wore to cover my stage clothes fell away, revealing the brightly colored, sequined costume that was worthy of my avian character. It maddened me to see how little everything had changed: the crowd’s enthusiastic applause, the wonder-struck faces, the fanfare of having the spotlight and the orchestra heralding my presence. Apparently, the only thing that had changed was me. But I had no way to tell or show that to anyone. 
 
    With halting steps, I made my way down the aisle, and through the crowd, all the while in a slight daze. Naturally, I did my best to conceal my angst, recalling how Laurent handled things with a good dose of charm and poise. Still, I found it hard to keep from touching anyone with my bare hands. Just before my performance, I realized the gloves I usually wore were not included in my belongings in the new tent.  
 
    As to the gloves, they were an integral part of my costume because they prevented skin-to-skin contact with the audience which, in turn, ensured that everyone I came into contact with would be protected from subsequent death. Now, lacking them entirely, I had to restrict my interaction with the crowd to a sincere smile and a wave. And that was difficult because I’d always appreciated their love and support, and every last one of them was a gift to me. It was one of many reasons why I wanted to spare them any injury. 
 
    I was nearly to the stage when disaster suddenly struck. A plainly dressed woman whose bulk and rough hands spoke of a hard life on the farm suddenly seized my left hand. That was all it took. The woman’s touch triggered the appearance of the scythe on my wrist. I nearly screamed with horror when she kissed my hand and gave it a motherly pat. Instantly, the mark left my wrist and appeared on hers. By the time she sat down, I saw the omen of doom wink out like a dying ember. So distracted was I by the sight, I failed to notice what was happening on my right side. In short order, my right hand was taken by more fans. My eyes spotted the mark of the scythe on all of their wrists before they, too, resumed their seats. 
 
    The last hand to touch me belonged to a small boy no older than ten. The oblivious crowd ignored the storm that raged inside me. Seeing this wide-eyed child, whose scythe mark had faded away, made me stop for a moment. He gave me a curious look mixed with loving concern.  
 
    “Is something wrong, miss?” he asked in a truly innocent manner. 
 
    All I did, all I could do, was widen my smile and lightly ruffle the hair on his head. “Oh, whatever could be wrong?” came my reply. The pang of apprehension stopped me from touching him again, although I knew in my heart, he was condemned the moment he touched me. What further harm could I cause him by avoiding his touch now? A person can only die once, after all. 
 
    By and by, I bounded across the stage to stand under the spotlight alongside Laurent.  
 
    “And here’s our pretty bird now!” he said, waving at me with one of his signature flourishes. “Come home to rest and recuperate from her long flight...” He paused for a moment before adding, “Of course, one can always rest more easily at home. And what home could be better-suited for such a magnificent creature than this?” 
 
    Gesturing toward the shadows behind him, the spotlight followed the direction he indicated until it fell on the gilded birdcage, which had been discreetly wheeled into place just moments before. The audience uttered a collective “ahh” followed by mutters of wonder and concern. After all, the birdcage would have been a palace to any actual bird, but far too small for even one as tiny as I was. Undeterred, Laurent opened the cage door and gave me a deep bow. 
 
    “After you, oh, lovely one.” 
 
    The moment of truth arrived, and I slid one foot inside. My routine had the familiarity of slipping into an uncomfortable but favorite dress. The audience grew louder as I bent, wiggled and squirmed my way into the cramped confines of the cage. It remained as tightly compact as ever but there was also something very comforting about it. The cage felt like an old friend, always waiting patiently for me to return.  
 
    Like Amelia, a voice in my mind whispered. That made me wonder whether Laurent had begun working on my own doll since I’d left. I tried my best to push those terrible thoughts aside. At the moment, all my concentration was fixed on getting inside the birdcage without harming myself. My one last thought on the subject was how sorry I felt that Amelia had never been able to perform under this same spotlight. 
 
    When Laurent closed the cage door behind me, the audience’s applause was long and sustained. Laurent took a moment to let it soak in, raising his hands in grateful acknowledgment. Then, after a suitable pause, he gently resumed his performance.  
 
    “Please, please,” he said, “our pretty bird is quite tired, as you can see. Any noise is apt to delay her recovery.” Then he looked at me as if seeing my current position for the first time. “But then again, she hardly looks comfortable, does she?” After the audience responded with a loud No!, he said, “Perhaps she needs to find a more comfortable position in order to properly rest.” 
 
    Those words were my cue to begin the next portion of my act, which was new. I slowly began turning myself around inside the cage, using the cage bars to adjust myself sideways. That was the innovation Laurent devised after the pen incident. It was impressive to watch and also allowed me a safe pause, during which I could fully execute my reversal.  
 
    The crowd’s response became louder with each fresh rotation of my body, culminating into an explosive round of applause once I finished turning myself upside down. As the applause died down, I inverted the process, returning right-side up, and carefully pulled myself into the proper position to make my final exit at the orchestral climax. 
 
    Laurent then addressed the audience and asked, “Shall we try setting our beautiful bird free?” The predictable, enthusiastic yell in the affirmative from everyone rose like a tidal wave. “Are you certain?” Laurent asked with a chuckle, which got him another yell that was even longer sustained than the last. He gave a dramatic sigh before saying, “Oh, very well...” Opening the cage, he said to me, “Out you come, my pretty one.” 
 
    I eventually came out, once more, sliding and twisting my body by degrees. All the while, I worried Laurent would invite more audience members onstage to touch me. Or were the unfortunate victims who were already marked enough for tonight? Once more, my exit was accompanied by the hearty applause of the crowd. Laurent gave another dramatic wave as he added, “Fly, feathered little one, fly away. And may the angels guide you to your proper resting place!” 
 
    Looking beyond the spotlight, I could see the stagehands who were guarding my tent waiting for me. Apparently, my role in the show was at an end. I made an exaggerated run off the stage before the stagehands swept me up by the arms once I was hidden in the darkness. Laurent continued his act as they dragged me away from the big top. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    In the dim half-light that filtered in from the outside of the tent, my eyes bounced back and forth between the vial in my hand and the silhouettes of my guards outside.  
 
    When they escorted me back to my tent, I realized how truly cut off I was from the rest of the circus. I could make out the festive lights and throngs of people behind us but I was so far away, I might as well have been looking at the moon. I was shoved unceremoniously inside the tent, and my sentries warned me not to make any trouble for the rest of the night.  
 
    With nothing left to lose, I retrieved the vial and quietly pulled off the stopper. Giving the contents a quick sniff—being careful not to inhale it, lest it do me harm—a cloying odor tickled my nostrils. Had I been a chemist, I might have recognized the scent. As a contortionist, I didn’t. I put the stopper back in place but kept the vial in my hand.  
 
    Racking my brain during the entire walk from the big top to my tent, I’d kept debating the possibilities of how to administer the contents of the vial when the answer thankfully presented itself. At the left of the entrance to the tent sat a tin pot with the unmistakable scent of campfire coffee. The moment I was safely inside the tent, both stagehands refilled their mugs and sipped their coffee. My gleam of hope evaporated, however, because I was familiar with the rest of their routine. Whenever one of them patrolled the perimeter, the other stood close to the entrance and the coffee pot. I knew I’d be spotted the moment I stuck my head or hand outside the tent. While wishing things were different, and praying for an opportunity, I began to feel sorry for myself. 
 
    Loneliness from the persistent isolation crept into my soul like the evening fog. I was grateful just to be around tonight’s crowd despite my duress. It was a welcome change from the weariness and seclusion I’d endured offstage. I would have loved anyone’s company, even Laurent or Rex!  
 
    Or both, I idly thought as I shook my head and grew angry with myself. Laurent and Rex were the last people I should have wanted to see and yet… there was no denying the fact that it was exactly their faces my soul was calling out for. Yet both men are keeping their distance.  
 
    It was true—I hadn’t seen much of either of them since my return. And I had to wonder if they thought I’d somehow deceived them or betrayed them. I didn’t get that feeling from Laurent, necessarily, but I certainly had noted the deep-seated hurt in Rex’s eyes when he’d come for me. And despite my own better judgment, I still felt something emotional for them, which was as inexplicable as it was deep. Did either of them feel the same? I knew Laurent would glibly dodge that question forever, being so finely polished and adept at playing word games. Rex, on the other hand, might be persuaded to answer it with the right incentive and the right words. Deep in their hearts, I sensed both men were just as lonely as I was. And both seemed equally intent on keeping me from harm, even if that meant they could never get close to me. I couldn’t help but wonder how those paradoxes fit together? 
 
    With a longing look at my clothes trunk, I wished Amelia were here with me. My persistent guilt worried me and I could only wonder what she’d been turned into now. Whatever her fate, it was my fault. If only I could have come back sooner...  
 
    Making me feel even more guilty, I knew Amelia would never be bitter about it. Human or doll, she remained my best friend and continued to want only what was best for me. In fact, none of the friends I’d made at the circus had held grudges towards me for their untimely fates. Nevertheless, they were all victims of a grave injustice, one I was determined to rectify as soon as possible. 
 
    An excited series of screeches outside my tent interrupted my thoughts. It took me a moment to realize they weren’t human but coming from a monkey, from Samuel. 
 
    “What the...?!” one of the stagehands exclaimed in alarm. He nearly slammed his cup on the stool beside the coffee pot. “What in God’s name d’ya think you’re doin’, boy?!” 
 
    A series of loud shrieks came from Madame Jiang’s co-star and then I caught the sound of flapping tent material.  
 
    “Ah, hell,” the other stagehand replied. “That damn monkey’s gonna pull down the whole tent if we don’t do something to stop ‘em.” 
 
    “They’ll have our heads if we leave our posts to catch that little ape,” the first one protested. 
 
    “Tell you what, Hep,” the other stagehand said before running after the mischievous monkey. “I’ll make sure that hairy booger don’t bring the whole tent down. You wanna tell Rex ‘bout it, that’s up to you.” 
 
    All the excitement and confusion gave me the courage to risk coming closer to the entrance. I could see the stagehands racing in different directions as Samuel stared incredulously at the tent. He casually swung across the ropes that held it up and pulled the stakes that anchored the ropes looser with each swing. The stagehand’s heavy boots thumped like sledgehammers as he got closer.  
 
    He shouted, “Get over here, you!”  
 
    Samuel squealed with excitement as his little feet and hands skittered across the ground.  
 
    “I said get over here!” the stagehand demanded again, doing his best to keep up with the crafty primate. 
 
    I glanced to the left of the entrance. The coffee pot was so close, I barely had to stick my hand out to pour the contents of the vial in it. But the other stagehand was nearby, turning his head around frantically to search for Laurent or Rex, no doubt fearing reprimand at any moment. When he turned back toward me, I quickly disappeared inside the tent’s shadows and waited patiently for the chance I needed. 
 
    Samuel’s squeals grew louder and his footsteps sounded closer. A string of obscenities flowed from his pursuer’s mouth as the man huffed and puffed like a steam engine behind my furry comrade.  
 
    “Huh?!” Hep exclaimed as Samuel gave a loud shriek before covering the guard’s head with his arms, legs and tail. The stagehand bumbled around blindly, trying unsuccessfully to get Samuel off. The other stagehand tried to help and Samuel squealed loudly as he leapt off the guard’s head. Both men were visibly frightened and alarmed as they cursed loudly and clumsily tried to catch the little monkey. 
 
    My opportunity had finally arrived. I quickly popped off the cork of the vial and cautiously looked out the tent entrance. Neither man was a threat as long as Samuel kept distracting them. In one fluid motion, I emerged from my tent, dumped the entire contents of the vial into the coffee pot and then concealed the empty vial in my palm. 
 
    I was almost back inside when one of the stagehands caught a glimpse of me. “Hey, you get back in the tent!”  
 
    Discreetly crossing my arms over my chest as if I were cold, I said, “I stepped out to see what was making all that noise.” As soon as I spoke, Samuel ran straight to me. I barely had enough time to kneel down before my monkey friend leapt onto my shoulders and made cooing noises while hugging my neck. 
 
    I did my best to retain the vial in my palm while soothing the clearly upset monkey. “It’s all right, Samuel, everything’s all right now.” Samuel just kept making little cooing noises as he watched the stagehands. When they walked closer, he drew back in fear, deftly retrieving the vial from my palm in the same motion. 
 
    “I thought this furball was Jiang’s pet,” Hep sneered. 
 
    “Well, he’s also my friend,” I replied with audible indignity. Then, I looked at Samuel and said in a maternal tone, “Now, Samuel, what’s gotten into you, little soldier?” 
 
    The sounds Samuel made were more than appropriate for an apology and I told him it wasn’t his fault. “But you know better,” I admonished him, with a gentle caress.  
 
    Samuel’s noises sounded sad as he nodded. 
 
    “Now when you go back to your tent, will you think about what you did?” I asked, putting him back on the ground. He gave me a little bow of his head before scampering off toward the other tents in the camp. The patter of his little hands and feet faded quickly and the comfort they evoked instantly returned into gloom. 
 
    The unnamed stagehand who chased Samuel put his hands on his hips and gave me a suspicious glare. “You know, if I didn’t know better,” he said, “I’d wonder if you set all o’ this up.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “And how could I have accomplished that?” I asked, spreading my arms wide for emphasis. “I’ve been nowhere but the big top and in this damned tent.” A bit of aggression was more than warranted, so I added some venom to my voice as I added, “You’ve made damn sure no visitors came by.” 
 
    The stagehand appeared unconvinced.  
 
    “Leave it for now, Zeke,” Hep said. “After so much commotion, Laurent’s gonna want to hear all about it.” 
 
    Zeke looked between the two of us as though he were deciding between two equally terrible options. 
 
    “Ah, it’ll keep ‘til morning,” he finally grumbled, looking down at the coffee pot. “Right now, I need a strong cup o’ coffee.” Then he pointed at me. “And you, young miss, need to stay inside your tent.” 
 
    I responded with an offended huff before obeying his order. I had to smile though when he poured his coffee because it gave me a reason to believe I wouldn’t remain here for too much longer. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As I had neither a watch nor a clock to mark the time, I could only guess that an hour had passed after the incident with Samuel.  
 
    For the entire time, the men kept talking quietly among themselves. Mostly they were grumbling about Samuel’s antics and having to watch me. They also complained that they’d rather sleep in their own tent. Zeke, the cad, crudely suggested all the nasty things he’d like to do with my all-too-flexible limbs if we were alone together. But as time slowly passed, their talk became less lively and more lethargic. In the end, they were both slurring their words and sometimes not even completing their sentences. 
 
    All the same, I didn’t dare move from the cot I lay in since being told to go back inside. Only when I heard the sound of something heavy hitting the ground did I even turn towards the entrance. Hep tried to talk but his tongue failed him and he could only squeak out some incoherent mumbles. That was swiftly followed by the sound of another thump landing on the ground. After a few more moments, I slipped out of my cot, walking to the entrance and gingerly peeking outside. Both men lay prostrate, their breathing harsh and heavy, and I finally relaxed at the doubly welcome sight. Whatever the vial contained, it didn’t appear to be fatal. 
 
    Still, I moved as quietly as possible back to my tent. After pulling out a warm coat for the chilly night, I peeked out the tent flaps again to check my surroundings one last time. Feeling duly satisfied that all was quiet—aside from my snoring guards—I snuck out into the now-darkened circus grounds. 
 
    I couldn’t say the grounds were a welcome sight. No matter how many times I stole away after the rest of the troupe were asleep and the crowds long gone, it never ceased to be a harrowing experience. Labyrinth-like empty pathways, unlit tents, and the absence of any artificial light, with only the stars and moon to guide me, I found it hard to articulate how much the darkness unnerved me. An ominous atmosphere surrounded me, something our preacher from back home would have called “the presence of God,” always hung in the air. Or maybe it was the presence of the devil, making sure the souls he stole stayed in hell, where they belonged. Truth be told, either of those would have been more comforting than the heavy air I felt all around me. A great, dark presence was crouching over all I could see, revealing its malicious influence now that the show was over for the night. That was accompanied by total uncertainty. If I hadn’t been noticed yet, how long until I was? And if that malevolence did notice me, why did it fail to react to my presence? 
 
    My disparate thoughts occupied my mind when I reached the first pair of tents. Then an important detail occurred to me: I’d received no instructions about where to go after the guards fell asleep. I presumed Jiang would meet me once I was free but where was she? My sudden revelation made me halt in my tracks and look around as I wondered: where should I go now? Did I dare risk a visit to the ebony caravan? Or The Dark Room inside it?  
 
    A long, thin claw of silver appeared from behind a tent on my right. The sudden appearance and unusual nature of the sight frightened me initially, and I gasped. Then, stealing my nerve, I kept my eye on the claw, and it slowly gestured for me to follow it. The light from the half-moon caught the front of the nail, which glittered with elaborate patterns and decorations atop a silver background. Eagerly, I hastened my pace towards where the claw beckoned me. 
 
    As expected, Jiang, who was not much older than me—although shorter—waited for me on the tent’s other side. The silver nail she extended was matched by several other nails, though those were painted a muted gold with different distinct patterns. When Jiang smiled at me with her small, full lips, I looked at her eyes and didn’t miss the deep sadness I saw in them.  
 
    “I wish I could say it was good to see you again, Bindi,” she told me in a husky whisper. 
 
    I couldn’t say anything, so I settled for closing the distance between us and giving her a heartfelt hug. In seconds, my tears started falling on her shoulders. As much as her nails would allow, Jiang hugged me back, speaking in her native tongue, which was a soothing balm to my ears and soul. I cried even harder and hugged her tighter. I feared releasing her, as if she would vanish the moment I did. 
 
    Finally, I let go and wiped away the ensuing tears with my hands. After the third swipe, I saw a handkerchief clasped between the toes of Jiang’s right foot as she offered it to me. Taking the handkerchief, I marveled at her natural sense of equilibrium. Balancing on her left foot while giving me the handkerchief with her right seemed as natural as bending my limbs was to me. 
 
    After my eyes stopped leaking, I asked, “Is Samuel okay?” 
 
    “He is well,” Jiang assured me with a clipped nod. “When he returned with the empty vial I gave you, I knew you would be too.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder in the direction I’d just come from. “I’m not so sure the same could be said for Hep and Zeke.” 
 
    “Aside from too much caffeine, the only thing they received tonight was some laudanum,” she assured me. “Not enough to kill them, mind you, but strong enough to ensure they sleep until well after dawn.” 
 
    “What if they report what happened with Samuel?” I anxiously inquired. 
 
    “Most likely, they will, yes,” Jiang said with a lack of concern. “But who would believe such a story? The first whiff of their laudanum breath would tell any listeners to discard their stories. Thus, the only thing that might be terminated is their continuing employment.” 
 
    I laughed at her subtle joke. Sure, I also felt a bit bad for them, since they were just doing their job and causing me no real harm. But I had to admit it was nice to see someone besides me getting the shorter end of the stick for once. 
 
    “At the risk of being nosy,” Jiang continued, “I must ask why you decided to return, Bindi.” 
 
     “Rex and that sharpshooter, Ned, caught me at the train station in Dubuque. They forced me onto the first train to Grand Forks.” 
 
    Jiang slowly shut her eyes, bowing her head and sighing. “I see. Would that I could say I was surprised but, I am not. I knew Rex would not allow you to leave so easily.” She opened her eyes again, and I saw the light of truth shining in them. “Nor would the other Elilchelvan brother.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of that, so I didn’t address it. Instead, I asked, “Laurent told me that Ned showed up right after I left Olathe?”  
 
    “He substituted for you in several performances,” Jiang answered with another nod. “The most complimentary thing I can say of that man is his unparalleled target skills. No matter what was thrown, placed or otherwise put before him, his bullets never once failed to find their mark.” 
 
    “Sounds like he would have been the new star if I never came back,” I remarked, wishing such were the case. 
 
    Jiang pursed her lips. “Which is why it puzzles me greatly,” she admitted. “The typical solution to losing an act is to merely replace it as if it were always so. Yet the management took great lengths to track you down and return you to our fold.” Her lips were still pursed and her eyes fell to the ground as though the answer lay there. “I cannot stop wondering why that was so.” 
 
    I started to answer when I heard footsteps coming behind us. Jiang noticed them at the same time and used one of her feet to pull open the tent entrance flaps behind us. Without hesitation, I moved inside and my long-fingernailed friend took only a couple of moments to follow me. I gently pulled back the flap of the entrance slightly to see our unexpected caller. Even in the dim light, the dapper attire and handsome features of Laurent were unmistakable. But his face looked troubled, as if he were doing something he preferred to avoid. 
 
    While I knew it was better to simply walk away from him at the first opportunity, I noticed he was heading in the direction of the ebony caravan. That prompted me to slip out of the tent as I gestured for Jiang to follow me. I could hear her close behind me and we kept a healthy distance between us and the circus ringmaster.  
 
    To my surprise, the ebony caravan was in his path, but Laurent suddenly diverted his direction, going toward one of the tents on the way to the caravan. I was puzzled at first until a dim light suddenly shone through the thin material when Laurent approached it. 
 
    I was about to move closer when two extremely long fingernails blocked my path. When I looked over my shoulder, Jiang was pointing to the tent behind us, which was mercifully dim and, thus, probably unoccupied. I nodded and followed her and she parted the entry flaps for us to silently disappear inside.  
 
    This time, we stood behind opposite flaps and watched the lit tent directly across from us. I could make out voices but they were muffled. One belonged to Laurent, I was fairly sure, but I couldn’t identify the other person’s. All I could make out was the fact that Laurent seemed to be pleading for something. And the second voice remained firmly unmoved. Then Laurent’s tone grew hostile, his voice deepening.  
 
    All at once, the light went dark in the tent, and a bloodcurdling scream came from Laurent’s throat. The agony of it made me shudder and I had to take several deep breaths in order to keep my heart from pounding right out of my chest. Laurent was in trouble and my immediate reaction was to go to him—it was such an immediate reaction, I had to hold myself back.  
 
    I nodded to Jiang once I felt steady enough to walk again. Using one of her silver claws, she gestured towards the tent once more. It took me a moment, but I nodded and watched it with her. A moment later, someone emerged from the tent. His clothes were far too dark to be Laurent’s, and he appeared much taller than Laurent. Almost everything else about him was too dark to make out any more definitive details. Gasping breaths were audible inside the tent before the figure turned around and looked inside.  
 
    “Remember tonight, Laurent. I could have done much worse. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    The icy voice chilled me to the bone because I suddenly recognized it. It was none other than... Mr. Grey. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Mr. Grey eventually walked out of sight. 
 
    It seemed even longer until his footsteps were no longer audible. But the moment both sight and sound of him were gone, I swept the flap I was hiding behind aside to check on Laurent. Jiang’s fingernails blocked my path, however, followed by Jiang herself. She glanced over her shoulder at the tent Laurent was in briefly before looking me straight in the eye and shaking her head. I sighed and tried to walk around her, only for her to block me again, this time with her body. 
 
    “We know he’s alive,” she whispered. “But no good can come from you being seen by him when you were supposed to be in your tent.” 
 
    I frowned at her with the sinking realization that she was right. “Speaking of no good things,” I responded, “there’s something I need to show you.” I pointed past the now-darkened tent. “That way.” 
 
    Jiang looked in the direction where I was pointing before straightening her posture. She reminded me of a soldier preparing for a heroic charge against the enemy. As quickly and quietly as possible, I started walking towards the ebony caravan.  
 
    Putting her other hand behind my back, Jiang asked, “Is it in The Hall of Oddities?” 
 
    “At the back of it,” I replied, keeping a nervous eye on high alert as we slipped away. “What I found there was the main reason I left in the first place.” 
 
    Jiang replied with another nod and I had the good sense to follow her example and remain quiet. Every moment we got closer to the tent Laurent was in, I worried he’d come out and see us. That fear persisted even after we walked two tents beyond him. It wasn’t until we were back on the darkened thoroughfare that I finally felt safe enough to start to relax. 
 
    Jiang also remained vigilant for a few more paces before she spoke again. “As we travel from place to place,” she said, her voice still low in tone, “I notice the shape and placement of Cirque du Noir changes as well with only two exceptions.” 
 
    Anticipating her next sentence, I said, “The big top and the ebony caravan, right? Both of them are always positioned in the same place no matter where we go.” 
 
    “That is why I assumed the caravan was the source of all your unease.” I was surprised at the strong undercurrent of kindness and gentleness in her words. When I first met Jiang, I found her aloof and distant. But after she and Samuel helped me escape, I knew she was so much more.  
 
    “Not that I don’t appreciate your company,” I said with genuine gratitude on my face, “but why are you here with me instead of, I don’t know, Lady Liberty or the sisters?” 
 
    “Two very good reasons,” Jiang answered. “First, because of Samuel. Although he’s always friendly with the others, he shares a special bond with you. And I trust Samuel in his ability to read the good in people. The other reason I am here with you is that I had to retrieve him after he played his part in your escape.” 
 
    I turned away from her and nodded. “Thank you for helping me, by the way.” I waited for her to respond but was greeted with only silence. At first, I wasn’t disturbed by the long lapse of quiet. Jiang’s habitual precision with her words included long pauses sometimes. But when the silence stretched into the realm of the uncomfortable, I looked over my shoulder, and Jiang was no longer there! She’d completely vanished without so much as a rustle of clothing. I froze in my tracks as a chill ran down my spine. To my dismay, my surroundings had undergone a change too and I found I had no idea where I was. As I further studied my surroundings, trying to ascertain my location on the circus grounds, a light mist hovered in the air, beginning to obscure most everything around me. But nothing could have stunned me more than what I found when I looked directly in front of me. 
 
    A painted wagon was parked on the left of the path. In front of it stood a person I hadn’t seen since my first day at Cirque du Noir. The old woman was dressed in rags that might have been slightly less weathered than her skin. Her eyes took in everything around her as she scanned the periphery, as though sizing it up. Her face was stony and excessively wrinkled and when her attention landed on me, she looked at me indifferently. 
 
    In a tone of disinterest, she said, “You have returned.” 
 
    “What did you do to Jiang?” I demanded, my anger and fear coloring my tone. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied with a shrug. “You are the one whom I have pulled, child.” 
 
    “Pulled? Where are we?” I asked, my voice rising as I looked around myself again. The fog was coming in more thickly now, obscuring everything in its path.  
 
    The old woman gestured to our surroundings as though I’d just asked her a stupid question. “Where are we, you ask? Why here, of course, where else could we be?” 
 
    “But where is here?” I demanded as the proverbial floodgates in my mind suddenly pushed open and all the questions I’d been asking myself for months suddenly came piling out. “What kind of circus is this and why do the people we touch die? What do Laurent and Rex want from me? Why do I look so much like Brandeis Winston?” The questions gushed from my mouth like water rushing out from a burst pipe. I couldn’t stop them, even though I had no idea if the old woman had the answers—or if she even had any idea what I was talking about. There was just this strange undercurrent within me that insisted if anyone had the answers, she was the one. 
 
    She sighed and shook her head like an elderly mother showing disappointment with her daughter. “So many questions, yet you fail to ask the most crucial one.” 
 
    “Which is...?” I asked, taking a step closer to her. 
 
    Her right hand seized my left arm like a snake striking a mouse. Her strength felt every bit the equal of Rex’s grip as she lifted my arm up. But my shock was underestimated until I saw the ominous scythe sigil on the inside of my wrist. The sight of it sickened me. As I looked at it, it began to glow, almost as though it were reacting to the presence of the old woman. But I wasn’t worried that she would die from touching me, in fact, I was fairly convinced that death couldn’t touch her. Perhaps because she was already dead. 
 
    My anger was instantly replaced with fear. 
 
    Holding my wrist to my face, the old woman asked, “Why you and the two brothers, but no one else?” Then, she let go of my arm, which fell to my side. When I lifted it up to inspect my wrist once more, the sigil was gone. 
 
    My fear and confusion quickly blended into rage as all the unanswered questions continued to pile in on me. Impulsively, I tried to grab the old woman’s shoulder, to force her to face me, to force the answers out of her. The moment my fingertips drew close to her, though, she disappeared. What I suddenly saw in front of me was just an empty path. Both the old woman and her wagon were gone. 
 
    “You are quite welcome, Bindi,” Jiang suddenly said from behind me.  
 
    I turned around to see my long-fingernailed friend scrutinizing me, as if we’d simply just continued with our conversation and the old woman and her wagon never interrupted us. I looked around and took notice of the tents we’d walked past, and it was as if neither of us had moved a fraction of an inch in the last couple of minutes. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Bindi?” she asked, and I saw the concern on her face when I turned back to face her. 
 
    I couldn’t be untruthful, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her about the old woman. Mostly because I wasn’t sure if the old woman really existed or if I’d simply hallucinated her. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything that happens at this circus.” 
 
    “Except perhaps that some of your answers might lie in the ebony caravan?” Jiang asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I told her. “But I expect those answers will only raise more questions.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ebony caravan loomed over the landscape and seemed to glare down at us as we approached it. The images of an angry god and a covetous devil once more dominated my thoughts before I could squelch them. What god or devil could have devised the things I’d seen inside those walls, I didn’t know. The Menagerie alone, with its collection of tiny, horned rabbits no bigger than my thumb, and other curiosities didn’t warrant all the stealth it took to hide them. Why would Laurent and Rex insist on concealing them?  
 
    Thinking of that ghastly collection gave me more courage. Maybe it was because that trailer could possibly be the source for all my answers—it was something I’d always felt deep down inside my bones—that all the answers I sought were located here. Yet, they still managed to be completely hidden.  
 
    Jiang followed me as I approached the caravan, this time deciding to enter it from another direction, not the front entrance. Jiang seemed confused by my sudden change of direction. 
 
    “There seems to be no one at the entrance to stop us,” she said. “Why do you walk on this path?” 
 
    Her innocent question made me shudder, and I was momentarily stopped in my tracks. Jiang’s eyes widened with understanding. “Too much danger?”  
 
    “There’s another way to go inside that might be safer,” I explained to her. “It’ll also take us straight to our destination.” 
 
    As I said the words and resumed my steps, I wondered if the back door to The Dark Room was still in use and more importantly, safe. The possibility that it could have been changed in my absence might have seemed absurd once, but the absurd no longer applied to this place. Everything within it defied rational explanation and, therefore, the absurd is what dominated. Furthermore, I didn’t suspect Laurent or Rex of altering it, but the caravan itself. It seemed to have a mind of its own, which may not have always been in concert with the brothers. In my experience, doors just appeared and disappeared on their own schedules. 
 
    Fortunately, we found the door when we finished circling the strange caravan. I was relieved but also slightly alarmed because it meant we would continue onward, into the very belly of the darkness. There always had been and still was a part of me that rebelled at the idea, that insisted I return and take safety in my domicile. But I wouldn’t listen to that voice. If I did, I’d never get the answers I was after.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    While contemplating my next move, the door suddenly opened on its own, as if the dark interior were beckoning us to enter. I barely made out the slightest tremor in Jiang’s voice as she saw the door widen. Yet she remained steady as a rock.  
 
    “This is the first time the door acknowledges your presence and clears the way for you?” 
 
    I nodded, my rattled nerves and increasing anxiety temporarily collaborating to steal my voice. Every cell of my body was protesting the very thought of entering that dark and confined space. Yet I already knew too much to turn back now—no, I couldn’t rest until this mystery was put to bed. Yes, I worried about Jiang learning the horrible truth that lay beyond this doorway, but based on the expression on her face, there was nothing I could say to dissuade her.  
 
    “Let us go then,” she said. 
 
    With a show of confidence, I tried to put my best foot forward by entering the yawning blackness of The Dark Room. The door promptly shut behind Jiang with a firm but soft click, and we were surrounded by the darkness.  
 
    Then, like an invisible cue, a spotlight suddenly shone above us. The harsh glow made us shield our eyes and squint, until our vision could adjust to the sudden brilliance. Once I could see clearly again, I looked at one of the myriad shelves that filled this room. It struck me that the only lights in the caravan were spotlights, deliberately placed in specific areas.  
 
    When another spotlight came on from our right side, I turned to face it, only to find that light was followed by another, then another, and another. It was almost as if they’d been programmed to come on. And that wasn’t beyond the scope of believability. Since Laurent was so clever at making dolls that seemed alive, he could have figured out a way to program the lights automatically. Regardless, they illuminated our path from one end of the room to the opposite end. They also illuminated the dolls on the shelves. 
 
    “We are not alone,” Jiang muttered calmly, but the growing terror I saw in her eyes convinced me she wasn’t calm at all. I was fairly sure she didn’t yet understand what the dolls were, but she definitely knew something uncanny was going on—proof was written all over her face. 
 
    “No one is allowed inside this room,” I told her, keeping my voice low. Somehow, any tone of voice didn’t feel welcome in this place. It was almost like talking in a graveyard—something you didn’t feel right doing, not in the domain of the dead. I squinted into the darkness and began my search. There was a particular door I hoped to find and after some effort, I eventually found it. When I did, I touched Jiang’s shoulder and used my other hand to point at it. “The only part of the caravan that’s ever been seen by the public is through that door.” 
 
    “The Menagerie, I once heard it called,” Jiang said as she nodded, apparently familiar with that part of the ebony caravan. 
 
    “Not surprised to hear that, seeing the various sorts of strange beasts that call it home...” 
 
    Jiang looked back at the shelves in The Dark Room, “And what sorts of things call this room home?” 
 
    In answer to Jiang’s question, a pair of creaking noises could be heard above us. They grated like sharp fingernails on a schoolroom blackboard. That gave me all the warning I needed. I quickly retreated into the shelves barely a moment before something fell from above and struck the floor, right where I had been standing only moments before. A small metal knob—not particularly heavy but solid enough to split my head—now lay on the ground. 
 
    When I saw the blank look on Jiang’s face, I pointed upwards and said, “Allow me to introduce you to Mariah and Maleah, the two aerialist sisters who used to headline previous shows. They hated me from the moment they saw me.” I took a breath, watching as Jiang very slowly inclined her neck upward and then frowned at the images of the twins, now reduced to their doll forms. “My animosity toward them is long gone now,” I continued, on a shrug. “But unfortunately, time hasn’t lessened either of theirs in the least.” 
 
    Jiang’s fear seemed to dissipate. “Your former rivals are now angry spirits?” I looked up and noticed there was no sign of the dolls and I had to wonder if Jiang had actually seen them. 
 
    “In a way they are,” I said reluctantly, unwilling to elaborate. “Yes, I suppose you could call them that.”  
 
    Jiang looked up to the rafters again, where the irritating sound was slowly receding. “If they are not ghosts, then what could they be?”  
 
    “You’ll find out for yourself in a minute,” I replied while indicating for her to follow me. We walked the lit path before us. I still had no conception about what she might see here, maybe nothing, but I doubted that. There was only one way to find out.  
 
    The dolls’ glassy eyes stared vacantly at us from their placement on the shelves. Well, the porcelain-faced dolls had glassy eyes, anyway. There were plenty of other kinds of dolls on the shelves as well, including ragdolls and wooden ones. They included a lion tamer, a strongman, a tiny person and a giant that were grouped together. Despite the complete stillness of the display, I could feel their sad eyes boring into us as we passed by. 
 
    “I believe,” I started and then cleared my throat because I realized how completely daft this was going to sound. “I believe all the performers… became these dolls.” 
 
    Jiang didn’t say anything. Instead, she took a long look at all of them before gazing up at the rafters again, at the point from which the knob was dropped. “Did the acrobatic sisters become dolls too?” 
 
    I took a deep breath to steady myself, surprised to find she appeared to believe me. At least, she didn’t seem surprised. “I know it’s hard to believe, but yes, they did.” 
 
    “Belief is easy prey for the tiger that is truth.” She looked at one doll sitting in front of her. “Is that not so, little one?” 
 
    A pang of recognition struck me when I saw the beard on the chin of the doll. Halfreida deserved a much better fate. “That’s not the worst thing that can happen to anyone involved with Cirque du Noir, including the audience.” 
 
    When Jiang looked directly at me for an explanation, I gestured towards the poster that stood framed in front of us. In the space between the shelves, stood one of many framed posters in the room. This was one I hadn’t seen before. In it, a great, primordial forest was painted—it was so life-like, even the greenery seemed to stir as if a gentle breeze were ruffling it.  
 
    As I watched it, though, I realized the breeze wasn’t a mere optical illusion. The foliage was actually shaking on the right side of the painting. As I came closer, Jiang right behind me, I watched as the painted bush continued to shiver, right before a terrified couple jumped out from it, running into the open of the landscape. They were being chased by an angry creature bearing a loose resemblance to a bear. 
 
    “It’s not possible,” Jiang responded on a whisper of alarm. 
 
    “Yet, we’re watching it.” My voice sounded just as shocked. 
 
    We both said nothing after that, just watched the strange creature that was loping after the couple with unfettered speed. Jiang and I stared in astonishment and disbelief as the trio vanished into the lush foliage on the left side of the painting. 
 
    For several long moments, only the sound of our own breathing was audible. Then Jiang said, “I recognize those two people.” I turned to face her.  
 
    “You do?” 
 
    Her eyes were wide as she nodded. “They were part of the audience in Olathe… until Rex pulled them up on stage and into his act.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing them,” I said. And I had good reason to memorize every face of the audience we victimized. 
 
    “They came to the final show,” she explained. “The one you missed when you left us.” 
 
    And that made sense. The dread was suddenly heavy in my heart. 
 
    “How can this be?” Jiang asked even though I knew she wouldn’t want to know the answer. “How can any of this be?” 
 
    “Lady Liberty and I frequently visited the libraries in most of the towns on the tour,” I explained. “I examined several old newspapers, the issues that came after Cirque du Noir visited their villages.” My voice faltered when I saw the foliage in the background of the painting shaking once more. I started to look away, but something compelled me to keep watching. I only wished I could somehow alleviate the terror and peril those poor people trapped within the picture were experiencing. When the shaking finally ceased, I started to explain again. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I continued, “Each audience member that participated onstage with Laurent, Rex, and...” Once more, my dwindling courage made me falter, but I pushed through it. “And me,” I forced out. “All of them died unexpected deaths in the days afterward.” 
 
    “How did they die?” Jiang asked, and I knew my word was the gospel truth to her. 
 
    “All kinds of ways,” I answered, my voice small. “Tornadoes, house fires, drownings, robberies and murders... the point is… they all died.” I rubbed the scar on the back of my hand nervously. “Now I’m sure all of their deaths are our fault.” 
 
    Jiang nodded and almost in reaction, the first spotlight suddenly doused its light and the knob faded away like a ghost. The second spotlight suddenly shut off as well, as my heart beat started to pick up. 
 
    “We should go now,” I said.  
 
    Moving towards the quickly diminishing spotlights ahead of us, Jiang took the lead. She extended her long-clawed hands in front of her as if they were talons that could tear anyone apart. For all I knew, perhaps they could. I was only half a step behind her when the spotlight by the painting also went out. 
 
    Only two spotlights remained before we reached the opposite wall. I couldn’t leave without taking something very precious with me, and quickly scanned the shelves for one particular doll. When I couldn’t find her right away, I started to panic, fearing we’d already passed her. But my panic turned to joy as soon as I caught a glimpse of the now-familiar porcelain face sitting at the edge of the shelf. I quickly snatched her off the shelf and Amelia’s tiny arms wrapped around my neck in a hug.  
 
    Jiang turned to look at me as we stepped into the final spotlight. Her curious eyes landed on the doll who responded by turning her head towards Jiang.  
 
    “Jiang, meet my best friend, Amelia. Amelia, Madame Jiang.” 
 
    Jiang curtsied as she stopped in front of the door. “A pleasure to meet you, Amelia.” Her greeting was swift, and she raised her right foot to the doorknob, deftly twisting it with her amazing toes. It opened instantly. 
 
    I held Amelia tightly to me as we went through the doorway and, to my surprise, the final spotlight remained on. The door even remained open even after we walked inside. I watched Jiang’s reaction to our new surroundings.  
 
    Laurent’s workshop was, as usual, in a state of orderly chaos. I looked at the jumble of parts, half-finished dolls and various tools strewn around the workbench. Every spotlight above us was lit, extinguishing all traces of shadows. Amelia shuddered in my arms and I couldn’t really blame her. Her prison was created here, after all.  
 
    Jiang scanned the ominous room, taking in the loose glass eyes, half-constructed torsos, and assorted clothes and props that would soon have new owners attached to them. I saw her stiffen when she saw one half-constructed doll on the workbench. Its clothes and eyes were still missing, but the hands had been worked on rather extensively. The preternaturally long, painted fingernails on them filled me with horror. 
 
    “It’s,” Jiang started, but her knees suddenly buckled and she started to fall. Rushing across the space, I caught her shoulder before she completely collapsed. Amelia leaped off me to grab her by the neck, causing Jiang to freeze for a moment. But Amelia gently patted Jiang’s back, and the woman began to relax. I saw silent tears rolling down her cheeks although her eyes remained tightly clenched shut. 
 
    I breathed in deeply. “I’m sorry you had to witness any of this,” I said, regretting the fact that I’d brought her here. And yet… there had been something within me that thought it necessary—something that didn’t believe this place should remain a secret any longer. 
 
    Jiang inhaled an unsteady breath that belied the calmness of her next words. “Is this the fate for all of us at the end of our tour?” 
 
    “I believe so,” I confirmed. “From what I’ve observed.” 
 
    Her eyes focused on mine. “But not you?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I replied as we both stood up. Amelia was still hanging onto Jiang. “But I have no doubt it’s coming… eventually.” 
 
    Jiang frowned as she stared at the components of her doppelganger. “Lady Liberty and the sisters should also be informed.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “But how can we prove it—?” 
 
    Jiang swept the doll of herself off the bench with a long fingernail and it dropped onto her left foot. She replied, “This is how we prove it.” 
 
    “What about Laurent? He might miss his latest creation.” 
 
    “Very unlikely he would miss it tonight,” Jiang insisted. “If we need to return it, we will.” 
 
    Even though I had misgivings about removing the Jiang doll, I couldn’t refuse Jiang and her stubborn determination. Besides, we needed some kind of evidence to back up our claims to our fellow troupe members. 
 
    I carried Jiang’s doll so that she could lower her foot to walk. Jiang nodded before the door slowly began to close. The spotlights on the doll shelves suddenly came back on. The message was clear and simple: it was time to leave. We both hurried through the door—which offered no resistance when we pushed it open wider. I suspected we were lured here tonight, but I couldn’t conceive of a reason why. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Despite the shadows of the tent, the disbelief that shone on Lady Liberty’s face stood out like a beacon.  
 
    I could see the same incredulity on the faces of Bernice and Vernice as they absently played with their impressive lengths of hair. I was thinking how close the ebony caravan was, just outside, no more than three tents away. It suddenly felt too close for comfort, but I guessed if it were anywhere else on the circus grounds, I would have probably felt the same. 
 
    “I gotta say, Bindi,” Liberty finally said, “I’m intrigued by the tale you’ve spun. The best I’ve heard in a long time, too.” 
 
    “Certainly beats the best ones we’ve ever heard,” Bernice agreed while Vernice nodded. 
 
    I knew they were all trying to spare my feelings, but it didn’t ease the sting of my failure to convince them of the truth. “Look at what Amelia is doing right now and then I dare you to say I made it all up!” Amelia stood next to me, her hands planted on her hips, and her posture a clear reflection of my disgust. I also caught a small simian shadow in between the tent flaps, his head cautiously looking around to watch for danger. I only hoped Samuel would see any peril coming our way before we did. 
 
    “We didn’t actually say you made it all up, dear,” Vernice argued, letting go of her long strands of hair. “I know you both believe every word of it. Except—” 
 
    “Is it so above and beyond that your mind cannot conceive of such mayhem?” Jiang interrupted, a steely edge in her voice. “Even after all the evidence you see?” She held up her doll for emphasis and pointed at Amelia with one fingernail. Amelia nodded to convey her accord. 
 
    “Hell, Jiang,” Liberty said, holding up her hands. “Could be ol’ Laurent is just makin’ dolls for the games the rubes like to play on the fairway!” 
 
    “Amelia is not inanimate, as you can see, she moves entirely on her own,” I pointed out, stroking Amelia’s hair. 
 
    “Well, maybe someone’s purposely deceiving both of you,” Bernice suggested. 
 
    The icy fury that imbued the tent all at once seemed to come from every pore in Jiang’s body. “We, who survived the degradations of the Yihetuan Movement are not susceptible to anyone’s tricks,” she growled, practically spitting out the last word. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what movement?” I inquired innocently, hoping my genuine confusion would restrain Jiang from causing any harm, because I was also fairly sure that no one else in the tent had any idea what she was talking about. 
 
    To my relief, my timely interruption distracted Jiang ,and she turned around to answer me. “You Americans call it the ‘Boxer Rebellion’,” she explained.  
 
    “And remind us what that was,” Vernice started. 
 
    “The unofficial purpose was to liberate my homeland from all the depravity and exploitation of the West. But we and others like my family were lied to...” She choked up and clenched her jaw tightly. Silence hung in the air until she took a slow, steadying breath. “Until with good reason, we welcomed the armies from the West. It is why my mother and I fled China, never to return.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you endured some ugly injustices, I wouldn’t wonder,” Liberty replied, and she gave Jiang a small nod of understanding. I had an idea that Lady Liberty had firsthand knowledge of how ugly people could be. 
 
    Her calmness returned, and Jiang turned back to The Human Atlas and nodded. “This is the first time in a long time that I have experienced atrocities that could rival those of that rebellion and what is happening in this circus… well, it isn’t right.” 
 
    “Damnation! There just has to be a logical explanation,” Vernice protested. “There has to be.” 
 
    I could sympathize with all of them. Rational thoughts were irrelevant regarding the how and why of the ebony caravan, specifically, The Dark Room. “Do you know how often I told myself that?” I replied with weary sadness. “But the occurrences only got worse and I could never find another explanation. I know better now.” 
 
    “Okay, ladies,” Liberty said, holding up her hands in a calming manner. “We all agree that a lot of things go on in this circus that’re mighty peculiar.” She cast uneasy eyes outside the tent. “That strange fog Bindi spoke about, for instance... I saw it too. There are too many odd sights for all of them to be coincidences.” 
 
    “C’mon, Lib, lots of places get foggy,” Bernice argued. Samuel stuck his tongue out at her and blew a raspberry. “Oh, who asked you, fuzzy-butt?” the long-haired sister snapped in irritation. 
 
    “He’s just saying you’re wrong,” Liberty countered, raising her pointer finger. “You know, this isn’t my first circus. I’ve been with several before now. Fake fog is always slightly different wherever you go... but the fog at Cirque du Noir is the closest to real I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Why are we constantly moving from state to state? And why, at the end of each circuit, does Laurent replace the entire cast?” I said, introducing another question I often mulled over to pass the time. “That doesn’t make any sense at all when the money’s rolling in hand over fist.” 
 
    Though her face remained as hard to read as a book with fine print, I saw something in Jiang’s expression I never saw before: relief. “Also, such intimidating luminaries as Mr. Grey could be a danger we would be foolish to ignore.” 
 
    The sisters were looking a little more convinced than minutes before, but I could tell they still needed extra persuasion.  
 
    “Why don’t you try to run away again, Bindi?” Vernice suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, you nearly made it all the way home last time,” Bernice chimed in. 
 
    “And take Amelia with you,” Liberty added. 
 
    “Home is exactly where they’d look for me,” I replied with a sigh as I shook my head. “That’s how they found me last time, remember? Where could I go?” 
 
    There was something else, a deeper fear I didn’t dare voice. But Jiang must have sensed it, and she effortlessly lifted her leg up to my shoulder and squeezed it with her toes.  
 
    “You are among friends here,” she told me. “Friends should never be burdened with dreadful secrets.” 
 
    I couldn’t quite face her, but I voiced my fear at last. “If I run away again, Mr. Grey made it pretty clear that if he catches me...” I didn’t finish my thought because I didn’t have to. Every woman in the tent tacitly told me they were well aware of how bad the consequences could be. 
 
    “With that in mind,” Jiang said, sliding her foot off my shoulder so she could stand up. “Perhaps we should stage our own Yihetuan Movement. Leaders are few but followers are many.” 
 
    “But how can we know who to trust?” Vernice asked. “How many circus people are in on Laurent and Rex’s little schemes? How many would be scared to death if we told them what Bindi just told us?” 
 
    “The better question is how many would believe us,” Bernice added. 
 
    “We definitely need to exercise the utmost caution,” I acknowledged. “I trust every person inside this tent...” A monkey coo came from outside, prompting me to add, “And Samuel too, of course.” He responded with a happy reply and I finished my thought. “But we need to be very careful with everyone else.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, our last performance is tomorrow night,” Bernice interjected. “We haven’t got time to be careful.” 
 
    “But I thought we always did three shows for each city,” I started, frowning. 
 
    “The first happened before you returned,” Jiang explained. “And tonight’s show is over, so all we have left is what Laurent refers to as ‘the grand finale’.” 
 
    My hands began to shake. How many more innocent souls would be sacrificed in tomorrow’s performance? 
 
    “If you’re worried about touching people in the audience,” Liberty said, looking at my shaking hands, “I might have a solution.” 
 
    “Gloves are the ideal solution,” Jiang said. 
 
    “I wish I had the ones from right before I left,” I answered. “Even if they don’t match my newest costume.” 
 
    “You mean these, dear?” Vernice asked with a small smile. Saying that, she pulled my old gloves out of a pocket in her skirt. “I been meaning to give ‘em to you.” Flooded by the wave of relief I felt, I was also awed by her ingenuity. When I held them up to the moonlight, I grunted and shook my head. 
 
    “They don’t match my new costume and I’m sure Laurent will have something to say about that.” 
 
    “I can take care of that, honey,” Liberty said, gently pulling the gloves from my hand. “Pretty sure the costume department can whip up another pair that’ll match your new costume.” 
 
    “What if one of them mentions it to Laurent or Rex?” I asked, worried about upsetting either because I still didn’t understand what role they played in all of this. 
 
    “The only thing Laurent cares about when it comes to the costume department is his own suit, and that’s definitely as far as his interest lies,” Liberty responded with a deep laugh. “It’ll be okay, I promise. And the new pair will match your new costume too.” 
 
    Samuel suddenly cooed before the steady tramping of boots became audible. We swiftly tucked ourselves into the shadows as the footsteps drew closer. I instantly recognized the large, bulky body that belonged to Rex. He held another man by the arm, supporting him as if he were intoxicated. I had to look at the fine shoes to recognize the other man as Laurent. 
 
    We collectively held our breaths until they finally passed. When it was safe to speak again, Jiang said, “I suggest we return to our sleeping quarters.” 
 
    Liberty looked down at me with sad eyes. Like a sister, she placed her hand on my shoulder and said, “Wish you were coming with us, Bindi. I’d feel a lot better knowing you were close by.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I replied, putting my own hand on top of hers. “As the star attraction for the grand finale, as long as I don’t get caught, I couldn’t be safer.” 
 
    “If anything changes,” Bernice said behind me, “you will tell us, right?” 
 
    “Of course, I will,” I replied. 
 
    Liberty’s hand slid off my shoulder and we all exited the tent silently. Amelia clung to my arm the whole way back to my tent. She was looking from side to side and I imagined she was looking for any threats or danger. I didn’t dare talk to her while we walked. After Rex’s sudden appearance, I couldn’t risk giving away our position. 
 
    The two guards were still sleeping off their laudanum-spiked coffee when I reached my tent. I carefully stepped around them and entered it silently. 
 
    After putting my topcoat in the wardrobe, I held up Amelia. “I won’t lose you again, Amelia,” I whispered. “And I won’t leave you either.” 
 
    Then my thoughts returned to Rex and Laurent and the fact that it seemed Mr. Grey was the one pulling all the strings where they were concerned. Maybe they weren’t the enemies I’d made them out to be? I couldn’t help but wonder if Laurent and Rex were stuck in the same situation I was. Maybe they wanted to leave the circus, just as I did, but they couldn’t? 
 
    I couldn’t allow thoughts about Laurent and Rex to dilute the excitement I felt about the plan Jiang and I had formulated, with the help of the others—we were going to stage our own rebellion. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    My sleep was neither deep nor restful.  
 
    But what woke me up the next morning was worse. A great bellow from outside made me sit up on my cot with a start as my heart began to pound through me. Not only did the cacophony continue but the awful sound seemed to be coming closer and louder by the second. It took me a second or so to realize there were actual words underneath all the noise. Before my sleep-deprived mind could decipher the words, however, a huge thud was followed by a dull groan outside my tent. 
 
    “Useless jackasses!” I instantly recognized Rex’s angry voice before the flaps of my tent were pushed aside. Covering myself up with the blanket, I met Rex’s angry stare when it landed on me. He just stood there for several uncomfortable seconds, scrutinizing me as though I were the cause of whatever had happened outside. I prayed he’d never learn how right he was.  
 
    Without saying anything to me, he turned around and pulling the tent flaps back together again, he then kicked the man on the opposite side of the tent. Another thud and a groan ensued.  
 
    “Wake up, you useless,” Rex started. 
 
    “M-Mister E!” Zeke—whom I now realized was the recipient of Rex’s first kick—stammered incoherently. “I swear, Mister E, it’s not what you think!” 
 
    “You were asleep on the job you were assigned to perform,” Rex retorted, his silhouette looming ominously over the frightened stagehand. “A damned simple job too. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “It must have been that bad monkey!” Zeke protested, struggling to get back on his feet. 
 
    “What?” Rex spat with contempt. 
 
    “The danged thing was swinging on the tie-down ropes last night, causing heaps of trouble. It even jumped on Hep’s head!” 
 
    I gasped and held my breath, not from fright but laughter, because I could only imagine how this explanation was going to go over with Rex. Meanwhile, Rex’s silhouette moved closer to Zeke. I could hear Rex sniffing the air for any traces of intoxication. Zeke turned his head to the side before Rex gave him an open-handed blow that threw him right back to the ground. 
 
    All at once, Hep appeared next to Rex. “Mister E!” he said before backing away like Rex was about to eat him alive. “Everything Zeke said is—” 
 
    His words were choked off when Rex seized him by the throat and lifted him into the air. Pulling Hep closer, he sniffed the poor man’s breath before throwing him hard on the ground in disgust. 
 
    “What did Laurent say about avoiding the opium dens before you were hired?” Rex demanded, putting his hands on his hips. “This isn’t San Francisco! Our circus has no room for dead weight.” Then he pointed at both of them and said, “You’re both fired. Collect your crap and don’t let me catch you on the circus grounds any later than noon.” 
 
    Both men slowly got up, but neither dared to protest Rex’s snap decision. As quickly as they could, they limped away, leaving Rex, who, once more, burst into my tent unannounced. 
 
    “Is it too much to ask that you knock?” I snapped, making sure that the blanket covered everything I wanted it to. 
 
    “Too much privacy might encourage you to make another escape,” Rex answered, stalking around the tent like a restless lion, looking for prey. “And I’m not completely convinced that those two morons became unconscious all by themselves.” 
 
    “If I’d known they were unconscious, do you think I’d still be here?” 
 
    He gnashed his teeth and said, “I doubt it. But I still can’t trust you.” 
 
    “Obviously,” I answered with a frosty tone. “Now can you trust me long enough to allow me to change into my clothes while you wait outside?” 
 
    Rex slowly shook his head. “I’ll preserve your modesty; I’ll turn around. But that’s as far as I’m willing to go.”  
 
    “Rex,” I started, but he shook his head. 
 
    “I told you—I trust you as far as I can throw you.” 
 
    I imagined he could throw me pretty far, but I didn’t comment. Instead, I let out an annoyed huff. “Fine...” I said, audibly sighing. “Then if you don’t mind...?” 
 
    Rex slowly turned around, but looked at me over his shoulder until I impatiently waved the back of my hand at him. He jerked his head to face forward and said, “So you slept the entire night?”  
 
    I dropped my blanket and got out of my cot. “Only in an ideal world,” I replied, walking toward my trunk. “You might try sleeping in a prison cell yourself sometime and let me ask you how well you slept.” 
 
    I opened my trunk lid, where Amelia was waiting for me. Her tiny arms held out my costume, which I accepted gratefully.  
 
    “Then let me ask you this,” Rex continued, breaking into my thoughts. “Were you lying in your cot the entire night?” 
 
    “Where else would I be?” I snapped, closing the trunk. “There were two buffoons outside my tent all night, remember?” I sighed before pulling my nightgown over my head. 
 
    “What were those two lunkheads talking about when they mentioned Jiang’s monkey swinging on the ropes around here last night?” 
 
    “Are you saying you actually believe that wacky story from two men who you said yourself were opium smokers?” I asked sarcastically. “Do you think they also saw dancing pink elephants while they were at it?” 
 
    Rex lowered his head as he grunted. “Fair enough,” he muttered begrudgingly. 
 
    At this point, I was now in my costume as I replied, “So… do you believe me?” 
 
    “I don’t disbelieve you. And that’s as good as it gets.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and checked to be sure my costume was properly in place before I said, “You can turn around now.” 
 
    Conflicting emotions overcame me as Rex turned to face me and in doing so, feasted on me with his eyes. I was flattered at the unabashed desire I saw on his usually severe face. But I couldn’t shake the impression that he wasn’t really seeing me—that he was seeing the face of someone else, someone who just happened to look a lot like me. “No matter how much you look at me, Rex, I’ll never be... her.” 
 
    To my surprise, an unusual emotion appeared on Rex’s face: shame. “I know that, Bindi,” he replied in a husky voice. “Truth is, I’ve always known it. I just...” 
 
    I was surprised to hear him admit as much—usually he was the reclusive, change-the-subject type. But now? Hmm, I decided to push my luck by prompting him with a, “Yes?” 
 
    “When I first met you, all I could think of was how much you resembled Brandeis… the woman in—” 
 
    “I know who she is,” I interrupted. 
 
    He nodded. “That’s why I kept accidentally calling you by her name. But ever since your valiant effort to leave us, I...” He looked away a moment and shook his head, as if there was something he wanted to tell me, but couldn’t. 
 
    “Rex?” 
 
    He looked at me then and there was a sadness in his eyes, the extent of which I’d never seen before. “Bindi, you’re… better than she ever was or ever could be.” 
 
    That sounded rather personal and surprised me. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth,” he answered, shaking his head again. Then he took a deep breath before adding, “I realized something else while you were gone... you deserve a decent life, something better than this circus, that Laurent… that I could ever provide for you.” 
 
    Once again, the warm feeling of being desired welled up inside me. I didn’t know what to say, so I remained quiet and, luckily, Rex continued. 
 
    “You deserve to be happy and fulfilled,” he said and then scowled slightly before spitting out, “Neither I, nor my brother, could ever give you what you truly wanted and… needed.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure he knew what I truly wanted or needed. I wasn’t even sure I knew. All I did know, though, was that first and foremost, I wanted to understand just what in the hell was going on in this place. 
 
    The jingling of spurs outside the tent brought the stern mask once more to Rex’s face, and I realized this conversation was over for the time being. Maybe forever. A few seconds later, Ned poked his head inside, then his arm and gestured to Rex to come outside. 
 
    “Give me a second,” Rex growled at the sharpshooter. Turning to me, he said, “Breakfast will be served in just a few minutes. Don’t do anything… stupid.” 
 
    Turning away, he left the tent when Ned pulled the left flap aside so he could pass. Then Ned looked right at me with a clear warning in his eyes. He dropped the tent flap and turned around to stand guard. I doubted he’d be as easy to distract as my two previous sentries were. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    True to Rex’s word, my breakfast arrived a few minutes later. Before the bearer could go in, however, Ned stopped him at the entrance and inspected every scrap of food on the plate. Only after he decided it was all right did Ned wave the stagehand through. The man said nothing as he handed me the tin plate with my first meal of the day: hardtack biscuit, two sausages and scrambled eggs. After dropping off the canteen of water that was slung across his shoulder, he turned around and walked out. Ned barely acknowledged his departure. I only wished he’d be as inattentive if I tried to leave the tent. 
 
    I didn’t know how long it would be before someone came to collect me, so I dove into my meager breakfast with great relish and enthusiasm. Ironically, by indulging my hunger, I managed to temporarily distract myself from my current predicament. I trusted Jiang and the sisters to organize our fellow troupe members, but would that be enough for the task ahead of us? I barely tasted my breakfast, but shoveled it into my mouth, knowing that no matter what, I needed to fortify my energy. 
 
    After placing the empty plate on my cot, I emptied the canteen into my parched throat when I noticed the trunk began to open a slight crack. I caught the reflection of a pair of glassy eyes belonging to Amelia. Finishing the canteen water, I quietly walked over to the trunk and helped Amelia lift it up all the way. She then reached down beside herself for something and produced a small paperback book which she pushed into my hand right before tugging on the lid of the trunk again, in a sign that she was ready to return to her solitude.  
 
    I looked at the paperback Amelia gave me. The back cover featured an odd set of pictographs. A pair of squares with squiggles inside them were connected by a single arrow, pointing from right to left. That made me curious, so I flipped open the back page. Inside was a beautifully hand-drawn rendition of a great prairie. The next three pages had the same picture, except there was a subtle change at the center. A head seemed to be emerging on the horizon. 
 
    I flipped back to the first page, gripping the rest of the book’s leaves and letting them rapidly turn in my hands. It was a flicker book, and the moving pictures came to life as I flipped through them. The head on the prairie belonged to a long-haired equestrian that began to emerge from the pages. My throat tightened when I saw she was the spitting image of me. But, of course, it wasn’t me: it was Brandeis. 
 
    The next pages featured her riding her horse, as if she were performing in person. All at once, I noticed the distinctive outline of Cirque du Noir. Then the scene abruptly changed. This time, Brandeis rode up to a man clad in ringmaster’s garb—a man whom I recognized as Laurent—just before dismounting.  
 
    A Cupid suddenly appeared above Laurent’s head with an impish smile on its face. Drawing back its bow, the cupid shot Laurent with an arrow, turning Laurent’s eyes abruptly into hearts. Then Laurent’s head suddenly nodded with great enthusiasm while shaking Brandeis’ hand with just as much vigor. 
 
    From the left, slowly lumbering into the picture was the heavily scarred body of Rex. I marveled at the artist’s attention to detail. He’d accurately recreated all of Rex’s scars, welts, burns and blemishes, right down to the smallest detail. Seeing Laurent and Brandeis, Rex crossed his arms and tapped his right foot with visible disdain. But Cupid hadn’t left yet. In fact, Cupid carefully lined up its next shot toward Rex, which it then let fly.  
 
    A gigantic heart then surrounded Rex’s body, and he dropped his arms and stopped tapping his foot. Instead, he walked over and gestured for Brandeis to follow him. Laurent scowled at him and received a hateful glower in return from his brother. But Brandeis took Rex’s arm and accompanied him out of the frame while Laurent was relegated to leading her horse away before he vanished off to the right. 
 
    By virtue of all the parties leaving the picture, the final page was a total blank. I closed the book and took a good look at the front cover. A single question was scrawled upon it: Will The Circle Be Unbroken? I faintly recalled a gospel hymn by that same name, and as I did, the book instantly became strangely warm. A second later, the handwritten title ignited, and the paperback burst into blue flames.  
 
    It happened so swiftly, I barely dropped it before it could singe my fingers. Then I simply stared in amazement at the unexplained blaze, which swiftly consumed the entire contents of the book. In mere moments, all that was left was a meager pile of fine ash. A swift breeze immediately blew in, coming from behind me, that scattered all the ashes into the air. 
 
    I kept watching the ashes vanish into the air from under the tent flaps when someone in a pair of fine black leather boots walked up... Laurent.  
 
    “Ah, Bindi, all finished with your breakfast, I see,” he greeted me with his usual affable charm. 
 
    “And my water,” I replied, holding up the canteen.  
 
    “Good, very good.” Taking in my costume, he added, “Shall I assume you’re ready to begin dress rehearsal?” 
 
    I nodded as I quickly rose to my feet. “Anything to get out of this tent.” And Ned, but I didn’t say as much. 
 
    “Then I’m happy to arrange it for you,” Laurent said, extending his arm graciously to me. I took it, and he pushed the tent flap aside so we could pass through. I felt the stab of Ned’s mean eyes boring into my back as we strolled to the big top. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    After Laurent and I passed a couple of tents on our way to rehearse, Laurent began speaking again.  
 
    “For whatever it’s worth, Bindi, I’m genuinely sorry about your current sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    “But not sorry enough to allow me to join the others,” I replied icily. 
 
    “Can you blame me, my dear?” Laurent retorted, his voice filled with contrition as well as anxiety. “The shareholders—not just Mr. Grey—were terribly unsettled after your abrupt exit a few days ago. As for myself, I still am at a loss as to why you ran away.” Then he sighed and shook his head like the whole thing was some big shame. “The heads of myself and my brother were practically on the chopping block. It was only by your swift return that we managed to prevail once again.” 
 
    “Why am I so important?” I asked as I stopped walking and turned to face him. “I thought Ned was the latest headliner—” 
 
    “Ned is a man of extraordinary talent,” Laurent smoothly interjected with that practiced smile of his. He started walking again, and I was quick to keep step with him, “however, he is not you. With you as our legendary star, our sales rose higher than the past three seasons put together!” 
 
    “Then why does Mr. Grey keep raising the quota every season?” 
 
    My question stopped Laurent in his tracks, and he stared at me in shock. “Where did you hear about the quota?” he asked harshly, his smooth palaver suddenly starkly absent. 
 
    “Since it’s obviously the truth, why does it matter where I heard it?” I retorted. There was no way I was going to admit to eavesdropping—better he think this was common information.  
 
    He turned to fully face me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Listen to me, Bindi,” he said with a haunted look. “That information is extremely confidential, and it’s dangerous information to know. If the shareholders even suspected that you knew…” A visible shudder rippled through his body before he could continue. “Well, suffice to say, the consequences would be very unpleasant.”  
 
    I had a mote of compassion for him. “Do the shareholders punish you whenever you fail to meet the quota?” 
 
    Laurent closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “If I answered ‘yes’, would that keep you from further digging into this subject?” 
 
    I squeezed his arm and said, “Yes.” Even though it wasn’t exactly the truth. I wasn’t going to stop digging until I found the answers I was after. “Are the shareholders also the reason why you insist on keeping me alone in that tent?” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked genuinely torn over what I’d just asked. “Bindi... just promise me two things,” he started. “First, keep your knowledge about the quota to yourself. Second, do not flee again—you were lucky when Rex came after you. I doubt you will be so lucky a second time.” He breathed in deeply and with the way his shoulders hunched forward, it looked like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Can you do that much for me?” 
 
    I didn’t want to answer as much, but I did anyway: “Yes, I can.” 
 
    He affectionately squeezed my shoulders. Then, we both started walking again towards the still-distant big top. A question niggled my brain, so I decided to ask it. “Why is it that Rex seems to confuse me with Brandeis but you never have? At least, you’ve never mistakenly called me by her name.” 
 
    If he was surprised to hear me mention the ‘quota’, he was even more surprised to hear me mention Brandeis. But as soon as the surprise appeared in his gaze, he immediately masked it again. If I hadn’t realized this was a touchy subject, I certainly did now. He kept walking but gave me a confused, disapproving stare. “I do not confuse you with Brandeis because you are not Brandeis.” 
 
    And how did you feel about Brandeis? I thought, as the images from the flicker book flashed in my mind and I had to wonder if Brandeis had truly captured both brothers’ attention as it seemed I had, maybe to a lesser degree. 
 
    “Did you care for her?” I asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “I cannot spare the time or energy to such frivolities,” Laurent answered but his tone was completely unconvincing. “Managing this circus leaves me very little time for anything else.” 
 
    “While that’s fair, it doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    He frowned. “I cared for Brandeis, just as I care for all my employees.” 
 
    “Did you care for her more?” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Perhaps.” Then he turned to face me and threw his hands into the air. “What does any of this have to do—”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did it ever cross your mind that I look exactly like her?”  
 
    I could tell he wanted to walk away—his body language revealed as much, but I stayed him with a hand on his arm.  
 
    “Yes, it’s possible you both looked alike.” 
 
    “Possible?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “There is definitely a resemblance there, yes. Are you happy now?” Then he pulled away from my hold.  
 
    I restrained the urge to release a sigh of disgust. Laurent was using his standard evasion tactics to avoid answering the question. “No, I’m not,” I answered.  
 
    “My dear, whilst I am most displeased to hear that, I have things to do and places to be.” 
 
    “Before you go, answer me this: when you look at me, do you see Brandeis or Bindi?” 
 
    Laurent fell silent as he examined me in response. The big top was only a few feet away now and I could hear the sounds of the troupe rehearsing inside.  
 
    Finally, he responded, “Whether I see you or her, I am grateful for the talented performer you are and would consider any man lucky to call you his own. That’s why I can truthfully say what a genuine privilege it is to have you in this circus.” 
 
    He reached out then and took my hand in his, giving me a smile. And there was truth there, not only in his words, but in the way he looked at me, the way he smiled at me. It was with genuine affection. Not only affection, but desire, and the incessant longing for me to be something more to him than I actually was.  
 
    When we reached the entrance, Laurent cleared his throat and said, “Now, Bindi, I would like to offer you a few suggestions on how to improve your act for this evening’s performance...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” I exclaimed as I finally extracted myself from the birdcage for what felt like the thousandth time. My shout echoed inside the big top and drew the attention of more than a few of my fellow performers. Under other circumstances, I might have been mildly embarrassed, but the pain in every inch of my body blotted out all other considerations. 
 
    Of course, the crimson shade in Laurent’s face alerted me that he was embarrassed enough for both of us.  
 
    “With all due respect, my dear,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders while turning away from everyone else. “Until this routine is perfectly executed, it will not do to—” 
 
    I threw off his arm and immediately winced as my tortured muscles strained with the effort. “I have been doing this perfectly for well over an hour now!” I shouted, Even the unmuffled volume of my voice failed to ease the throbbing in my limbs. “I need no further practice, and if you expect me to perform tonight, you have to give me a break!” 
 
    Laurent’s eyes narrowed as he tilted his head and examined me. “And how can you prove this isn’t just another ploy to serve as a pretext for your next attempt to flee the grounds?” 
 
    “Do I have to cripple myself to convince you?!”  
 
    “No, of course you don’t.” Laurent held up his hands and gestured for me to calm down. To my bewilderment, Rex’s deep voice came from behind me.  
 
    “I beg to differ.”  
 
    I closed my eyes before exhaling through my nose. Bracing myself for whatever new argument Laurent’s brother was about to unleash on me, I opened my eyes and turned around. 
 
    For once, Rex wasn’t scowling at me or even frowning. Instead, he was examining me very carefully, the same way he would inspect a construction site. Naturally, I was more than a little startled when he took hold of my arms. I started to cringe, which he quickly noticed and responded by loosening his grip.  
 
    “You’re working her too hard, brother,” Rex said to Laurent as he took me in from head to toe. The sheer sensuality of his physical examination stoked a fire inside me—one that had been there from the moment I’d laid eyes on Rex. And even through the ups and the downs, that fire had never gone out.  
 
    “She needs the break she was asking for,” he told Laurent. 
 
    “You know how important tonight is,” Laurent replied from my right side. 
 
    “The last thing you want is to cripple your little bird with too many rehearsals,” Rex insisted. 
 
    “She still hasn’t gotten the routine down—” 
 
    “Whatever she needs to improve can wait for now… until she can stretch her muscles out again. Right now, she needs to relax… both her body and her mind.” 
 
    Laurent looked at me, and I could see the disbelief in his eyes. “There you go.” 
 
    “I don’t know when Rex crowned himself leader of the performers,” Laurent insisted, eyes narrowing on his brother. 
 
    “It’s just a break, Laurent,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. Then taking a careful glance around as if to see if anyone were nearby and possibly listening, he lowered his voice and said, “After our last meeting with Mr. Grey, I have every reason to be extra careful.” 
 
    “Give her just a few minutes,” Rex repeated. “Surely you aren’t worried about her attempting another escape...” He pointed towards the tent wall. The sun shone through well enough to outline Ned’s distinctive silhouette as he meandered to the other side. Several other stagehands were doing exactly the same thing.  
 
    Laurent also assessed the situation before he shook his head and grumbled, “Oh, very well.” Then he held up one finger at me and added, “You must promise me to rehearse your routine once more in no less than twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Assuming I’m feeling better by then, I will,” I replied. I was actually feeling better already. “Now, may I go?” 
 
    “Yes, but not alone,” Rex answered. He gestured towards the entrance and said, “Lead the way.” 
 
    My soreness and pain accompanied me on our walk from the tent. Rex followed a few steps behind me and seemed to be watching my progress with a discerning eye, like a rancher assessing the lameness of a horse. Eventually, we ended up next to a gap in the spectator stands. The darkness it provided from the sun was welcome.  
 
    “Does it hurt to walk?” 
 
    “The stiffness in my back and shoulders is still bothering me,” I told him truthfully. “But the pain in my legs seems to be gone.” 
 
    Rex grunted, and a second later, stepped closer to me. Then, before I could figure out what he was going to do next, he brought his warm hands to my arms. His strong fingers penetrated my sore flesh and gently rubbed the tension away. With each caress, a jolt of electricity seemed to come from Rex’s fingers straight into my nerves.  
 
    “Better?” he asked with genuine concern, as he continued to rub the soreness out of my arms and now, my shoulders. 
 
    “Better,” I answered. “I think… I think I can head back soon.” 
 
    Even though it had been nowhere near twenty minutes, I felt uncomfortable with Rex. There was just something there, between us, and whatever that something was, it was on fire. And that sort of passion, that sort of desire, would burn me if I wasn’t careful. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    A sharp whistle interrupted our conversation, coming from the birdcage area.  
 
    “Rex? A word, please?” Laurent called out, gesturing to him. 
 
    Rex shook his head in irritation, before going over to see what his brother wanted. Now was as good a time as any, so I stepped into the shadows provided by the spectator stands. Through the slats of the bleachers, I peered at my fellow performers while they practiced.  
 
    I could see Samuel tenderly polishing Jiang’s nail, revealing a gold color that lay beneath the silver he was rubbing off. I spotted a new person I’d not seen before. He casually dipped a lit torch inside his mouth, cupping the flames when he pulled it out. The others were preparing for the last night of the tour, so of course, their routines guaranteed that no one noticed me as I stealthily walked by. I wondered which of them had already spoken to my friends. As well as who would collaborate with us in the revolt we’d planned. I hoped none would dare to betray us when the time for our rebellion arrived. 
 
    The dark thoughts that curled their way into my mind coincided with the dark shadows cast by the bleachers. The jingle-jangle of Ned’s spurs were audible once more, further exacerbating my sense of gloom. My mind flashed to The Dark Room.  
 
    Then I spotted something in my path that didn’t belong anywhere but inside my personal wardrobe trunk: Amelia. She was sitting there, looking up at me in eager anticipation. After plenty of effort to make sure no one saw us, I leaned down and picked her up.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I whispered in alarm. “Don’t you know how dangerous—” 
 
    “Ah, don’t get too mad at your little friend, Bindi,” Lady Liberty said as she suddenly emerged from the shadows. “Neither one of us would be here if it weren’t extremely important.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be with the others practicing for tonight?” I asked, pointing toward the big top.  
 
    “I have other plans I’m working on,” Liberty answered. 
 
    I nodded. “Did you manage to recruit any other allies?” 
 
    “I’m working on that, but it ain’t why I’m here.” 
 
    “Then?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “We got something pretty important to share,” Liberty answered as she motioned to Amelia, clearly including her in the ‘we’. 
 
    “And what might that be?” I asked, trying to mask the dread gnawing at my stomach. Perhaps it was because Amelia was so vulnerable, being out in the open, but I sensed it was something more.  
 
    “Why, my new tattoo, of course,” Liberty announced, slowly turning her back to me and adding, “Take a peek, dear, wouldja?” 
 
    “Your tattoo?” I asked as she finished turning around. Most of her body was a detailed map of the United States, hence her professional name ‘The Human Atlas’. That’s why it surprised me to find three human figures etched between her shoulder blades. The male humans bore a strong resemblance to Laurent and Rex. Lodged between them was a face I knew well: Brandeis sitting astride her favorite horse. The brothers were no more than black outlines, while Brandeis and her mount were drawn in vivid color. The white horse contrasted with the saddle and his mistress. As before, Brandeis was an exact replica of me. I found it ever harder to find something in her appearance that didn’t resemble me. As I examined her, all three figures began to move. 
 
    The horse was the first I noticed, trotting in place while Brandeis proudly held the reins. Despite the activity, the tattoos remained between Liberty’s shoulders. To my amazement and near terror, the horse began a series of jumps and other tricks—something I imagined would have characterized the pair’s performance thirty years earlier. The sheer grace they displayed in their amazing synchronicity and timing was only outmatched by their fluidity.  
 
    The tattoos of the two brothers on either side of Brandeis seemed as enraptured with her act as I was. As I watched, the image of Laurent stroked his chin in nervous appreciation, while the image of Rex crossed his arms and simply stared at Brandeis, his intense gaze carrying something more pleasant than his typical disdain.  
 
    Finally, her performance at an end, Brandeis dismounted and bowed directly in front of me. I was so entranced by her skills that I almost joined the sketched version of the brothers in applauding her flawless performance. Instead, though, I simply watched the three of them, completely awestruck by this magic. Laurent gave her a robust round of applause, and Rex was slower to respond but possibly more sincere.  
 
    Rex glared at his brother before pulling out a set of spurs that looked too small to fit his feet. Brandeis caught sight of the spurs, which made her smile as she accepted his gift. The silver shone brightly when she attached them to the heels of her boots. Laurent only scowled at Rex while Brandeis seemed oblivious to his unfriendly demeanor. 
 
    More gifts followed. As I stood there, gaping at the images on Liberty’s back, I watched as Laurent gave Brandeis an expensive bracelet, Rex countered with a custom-made bridle. The ringmaster gave her an English riding hat before ‘The Incredible, Indestructible Man’ produced a boar-bristle brush for her horse. With each successive gift, Brandeis never failed to accept them with grace and gratitude. The brothers, though, began hating each other in their competitive contest for her affections. The matter climaxed when both men bought her the same gift: a beautiful ring topped with a huge diamond. A wedding ring. 
 
    Brandeis looked at both of them in utter shock, staring from one to the other while she clutched the reins of her horse tightly. Suddenly, the brothers grabbed Brandeis at the same time and she swiftly slid out of their tenacious grips. Like a trapeze artist, she mounted her horse in fright, grabbing his neck and gracefully swinging herself atop his back. She wheeled her horse around, and rode away from the brothers, her bare heels hugging the horse’s flanks. The horse and Brandeis soon faded out of the tattoo. The brothers, meanwhile, looked at her longingly before they too suddenly disappeared. 
 
    When the remarkable drama had finally run its course, Lady Liberty turned to me with a sad look in her eyes.  
 
    “Did you understand all you saw there, hon?” 
 
    “I... I think so,” I said with more than a little uncertainty. “They both wanted her, and that’s what finally drove her away.” 
 
    “And I’ll reckon they still miss her,” Liberty added with audible regret in her voice.  
 
    “But there’s something I don’t understand,” I replied, shaking my head as I tried to calm my frantic heart down. “How could Laurent and Rex know Brandeis at all? They can’t be that old.” 
 
    Liberty nodded as if she, too, had considered this question. “I reckon the brothers are the ones you have to ask about that.” She held out her hands. “Mind giving me Little Bit over there?” 
 
    I looked at Amelia, who nodded to me. When I handed her to Liberty, I said, “You’re assuming they’re willing to give me straight answers.” 
 
    I expected another wisecrack from Liberty. Instead, she surprised me by holding Amelia close before taking two steps backward. That was enough to conceal the two of them in complete darkness. Even I couldn’t see them any longer. I was about to speak when I heard the sound that no doubt preceded Liberty’s fast decision: rapid footsteps were coming up behind me. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Bindi,” Laurent said, his footfalls halting as I turned around.  
 
    “Here I am. As if I could be anywhere else,” I retorted, worried he’d see my friends hiding in the shadows behind me. 
 
    But he didn’t seem to notice them at all. Instead, his eyes didn’t shift from mine as he sighed, and a wistful look flashed across his face for a moment. “Despite how the final show goes, I want you to know… that I… that I care very much about your well-being and happiness, Bindi. And I will do all I can to ensure you have both.” 
 
    His words sounded genuine and, God help me, but I wanted to believe him. Yet, after everything he’d already done, and everything I suspected he’d done, I found it hard not to see him in the worst light still. “Answer this question,” I replied. “If you could tear up my contract—without worrying about your investors, especially Mr. Grey—would you do it?” 
 
    A pained look flickered across his face. “Is that your wish?” 
 
    “Since I’m asking you, what else might it be?” I scoffed. “Now, answer the question, Laurent... Would you do it?” 
 
    He stared at the tent wall on our right, as if he were seeking a clue for the correct response. Finally, he looked at me with a pained expression once more. “I want to say my answer would be ‘yes’,” he said in a quiet tone. “But we shall never know because it’s an impossibility.” 
 
    I wanted to press him on that point, but I sensed that was as honest an answer as I was likely to get from him. The ringmaster quickly cleared his throat and said in his more typical manner and tone, “In any case, why are you hiding here under the stands?” 
 
    “I just… needed some alone time, and I didn’t think I’d get it anytime soon.” 
 
    Laurent’s smile was small and almost apologetic but didn’t quite manage. “Well, I believe we have a rehearsal to return to.” He waved his hand towards the birdcage and I obediently followed it. I tried my best to steal a glance of Amelia or Liberty over my shoulder. Seeing neither made me relax a bit, but I knew I’d only stop worrying after we were well away from the stands altogether. 
 
    No sooner did we arrive at the birdcage when Bernice emerged from the other side of it. She was repeatedly running her hand through her massive coif.  
 
    “Damn that monkey!” she exclaimed. 
 
    Laurent rolled his eyes. “What did Samuel do this time?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much! He only threw a pair of scissors so deep inside my hair that I can’t reach them,” she grumbled, her fingers methodically weaving through the many strands. “I can nearly start to grasp them but there’re so many tangles and knots that I can’t wrap my fingers around the damn things.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t this matter be taken up with your hairdresser sister?” Laurent asked, clearly eager for the conversation to end. 
 
    “And lose valuable time that could be spent rehearsing for the grand finale?” Bernice asked sarcastically.  
 
    “Vernice?” Laurent asked, looking over my shoulder. I was startled to find Bernice’s sister standing right behind me. “Can you do nothing to help your sister with her plight?” 
 
    “I’ve already spent far too much of my time trying to help her,” Vernice protested.  
 
    Laurent shook his head and couldn’t keep his irritation out of his expression. “As many years as you’ve lived with your excessive hair, one would think—” 
 
    “And one would be wrong!” Bernice snapped impatiently. “Now can you help us with this issue or not?” 
 
    Laurent gave an accusing look at Vernice, before reluctantly examining the back of Bernice’s head. She cleverly stood to block Laurent’s view of me and Vernice. The latter slipped me a pair of gloves. I gave them a quick once-over and smiled.  
 
    “They’re perfect,” I whispered gratefully to her. 
 
    She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Glad to help, dear.” 
 
    “Tell Liberty to be careful when she takes Amelia back to the trunk,” I added as I carefully placed the gloves inside the top of my leotard. 
 
    Vernice seemed confused. “What are you talking about? Liberty didn’t leave. She’s been practicing the whole time we’ve been—” 
 
    A sudden cry from Bernice, followed by cursing at Laurent’s clumsiness, ended that thought. Vernice quickly came over to assist the pair. In the corner, I saw that Liberty was indeed rehearsing her recitation of facts. She sounded like a loud carnival barker, but it was a voice of comfort I’d come to know so well. My throat tightened when I looked back at the stands as I wondered: if Liberty had been rehearsing here the whole time, then who was it I’d spoken with a short while ago? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    My need to know, to understand, what was happening in this godforsaken place continued to haunt me when I sat on my tent cot much later.  
 
    Everything I’d seen at Cirque du Noir made me no stranger to odd occurrences. But there was a world of difference between the odd and the downright inexplicable. I couldn’t help but recall the flicker-book which Amelia had given me. How had she come upon it? And what was the purpose in showing it to me?  
 
    As my questions swirled round and round in my head, the last rays of daylight faded from my tent, and night fell. Within a couple of hours, the grand finale of the tour would be performed. Things would finally come to a head one way or another.  
 
    The nervous affliction I always suffered before a performance was only exacerbated by my anxiety over Liberty, the sisters, and Jiang getting caught by the circus and ending up as dolls. I couldn’t taste my supper that evening, my thoughts were in such a flux.  
 
    After finishing my unsavory meal, I retrieved my costume and began putting it on. I considered checking in on Amelia inside the trunk. But having two new stagehands outside the tent and the hour of my performance fast approaching, I decided that was unwise. My recurring thoughts of Brandeis kept intruding like a swarm of buzzing flies. 
 
    Could she have been as lonely as I am? I thought. Was she aware of the mysteries of this circus? Did she happen to learn them? Was that why she was no longer here? 
 
    Did she manage to escape in the end? Something I’d failed to accomplish. I only hoped such was the case because if she did get away from the circus, maybe I could do the same. 
 
    The familiar sound of monkey chatter came from the front of my tent. The new stagehands were watching Samuel closely before one said, “No visitors allowed.” 
 
    “Especially mischievous, furry visitors,” the other one said with unmasked contempt. In return, an outraged series of shrieks came from Samuel. 
 
    “A sensible practice,” Jiang said with restraint and formality. “That is why we seek issues of business rather than the pleasure of Bindi’s company.” 
 
    “What business?” the second one sneered. 
 
    “Why, collecting her dinner plate and ensuring she has everything she needs for her upcoming performance, of course,” Jiang responded. She used the tone a caretaker might choose to address a slow child, explaining so carefully, there could be no mistake in understanding. 
 
    “How do we know you ain’t up to no good?” the first one inquired. 
 
    The silhouette of Jiang’s nails made interesting shadows on my tent wall. “If you are convinced that I bring only treachery and deceit, then I must insist you search my person thoroughly.” Samuel reacted to her comment with alarm, and she added, “Have no fear, Samuel. If we cooperate, they shall not harm us.” 
 
    Both of the guards seemed puzzled before obediently patting down Jiang until they were satisfied she had no hidden devices. “With such long nails, how can you hold up a dinner tray?” One of the guards asked. 
 
    “I shall not; Samuel is responsible for that duty,” Jiang replied. “I must only ensure he stays out of mischief. There are some distressing rumors that he has been quite naughty of late.” 
 
    “All right, you can go inside,” the first one said. “But make it fast.” 
 
    Samuel all but howled in delight as he rushed into the tent. Before I knew it, he’d jumped into my lap and wrapped his arms around me in a warm hug. I planted a kiss on his hairy forehead while I embraced him, rocking him to and fro in my arms as if he were an infant.  
 
    Jiang walked in with a genuine, if enigmatic, smile. “Are you well today, Bindi?” 
 
    I grinned, giving Samuel another soft kiss on his forehead and patting his back gently. “I’m much better now after the warm greeting I received from your little co-star.” 
 
    Jiang saw my empty plate. “At least your troubles have not impaired your appetite.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t forgotten what Liberty always says: eat when you can because you never know when your next meal is coming.” 
 
    “She is correct. Samuel, the plate, please.” 
 
    Samuel let go of me and jumped back on the ground before lifting the plate in one fluid motion. He began walking towards the entrance when Jiang paused and raised one of her lengthy fingernails. “One moment...” Samuel protested with an annoyed yelp, to which Jiang responded, “I’ll not be long, Samuel.” Turning to me, she said, “If you will permit, I shall inspect your costume to be certain there are no defects.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and Jiang leaned in closely to examine it. In a whisper barely above a breath, she asked, “You have the gloves?” 
 
    “In the wardrobe,” I whispered back. “I’ll put them on after you leave. Any sympathetic parties to our cause?” 
 
    “Only a few,” Jiang replied as she continued to ostensibly examine my costume. “The same is true for Bernice, Vernice and Lady Liberty. I cannot say we have sufficient numbers yet, but possibly having the right people in the right place at the right moment can change everything.” 
 
    I nervously eyed the stagehands. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “At the end of the show, we shall come to collect you from this tent. What follows lies in the hands of higher powers than ours.” She re-inspected the front of me and said in a louder tone, “All looks fine. Can you think of anything else you may require?” 
 
    I pretended I was seriously considering her question before shaking my head. “Not a thing, Jiang...” 
 
    Jiang’s smile broadened. “Then may this night be the best of the tour.” She walked past her monkey and gestured to him. Without hesitation, the obedient simian ran up to the tent flap and used his free hand to open it for his mistress. With an air of dignity worthy of an empress, she passed both of the stagehands with a casual, “Gentlemen,” which she said over her shoulder. Then Samuel waved goodbye to me before scampering off to join Jiang. 
 
    It was time to collect the gloves, so I went over to the wardrobe and opened it. Instead of the usual rack of garments, I was presented with a great, dark space. Stranger still was an audible whirring that sounded somewhat familiar. I glanced at the tent entrance to see if either guard were aware of the noise coming from within, but they gave no sign.  
 
    When I looked back inside the wardrobe, a beam of light illuminated the rear of it. Then I saw Amelia, who had somehow gotten out of my trunk which made no sense at all, but there it was. I stepped inside the wardrobe and walked over to her right before the wardrobe doors shut behind me.  
 
    Amelia calmly waved to me as though to tell me not to be afraid as I knelt beside her. “What’s going on?” I asked, reaching for her. She gestured toward the light source. In the faint illumination, I recognized a film projector. 
 
    I turned around to the screen to see what was being shown. The film’s title slowly materialized: “The Final Ride of Brandeis.” A figure on horseback appeared, riding across the great wide prairie. Something about it was familiar, and I instantly remembered the flicker-book. A story card appeared next that read, ‘Unable To Choose Her Lover, Brandeis Chooses Her Horse, Saccharo’. The next image was a closeup of Brandeis. Seeing someone who looked so much like me riding the animal that terrified me above all others was disconcerting to say the least. Being the excellent rider she was, however, Brandeis commanded the terrain with poise and ease. 
 
    The next story card was more ominous: ‘Unbeknownst To Her, She Is Being Tracked’. The camera focused on a grove of trees wreathed in shadows due to the time of day being nightfall. The branches swayed in the evening breeze, and the trees themselves seemed to come alive. At first, in the flicker of movement, I caught a glimpse of something which then seemed to be nothing. But I slowly saw more as the picture widened. I nearly gasped when the distinct figure of Ned came into view, his hand resting on his pistol. 
 
    The camera returned to Brandeis, galloping past the grove of trees, beyond the distant outline of a town that featured a clock tower. Seeing that struck me like a thunderbolt! The scene was just outside Grand Forks! I returned my attention back to the fleeing horsewoman, right before Ned suddenly stepped in front of her with his gun drawn. The horse reared, coming to an abrupt halt. The next shot was of Ned looking right into the camera, and raising his pistol.  
 
    A new card said, ‘You Need To Go Back—Now!’ I frowned.  
 
    The camera cut back to Brandeis, who struggled to calm her horse. Her face showed defiance and anger. Then came the next card, ‘Never! Better To Die Free Than Live In Servitude Forever!’ Ned’s closeup showed him looking right at the camera with a sinister grin. Brandeis’s face revealed her fear and my heart went out to her, even as I had to remind myself this was nothing but a film, a farce. And yet, it didn’t feel that way. It felt like… the truth. 
 
    The next scene showed Brandeis urging her horse to pass the sharpshooter. The next frame revealed Ned soaring backwards into the air and I was certain she and her horse had just inflicted some serious harm on him. She galloped away at a furious pace but glanced over her shoulder at the fallen Ned. He slowly rose to his feet and aimed his pistol. A plume of smoke flew out from his gun before Brandeis toppled off the saddle. I had to cover my mouth, fearing I might gasp aloud at the shock. 
 
    The camera returned to Brandeis, coming from above and showing her eyes half-open as she slowly raised her head. The horse was next, racing away as fast as his legs could carry him and vanishing beyond the horizon.  
 
    The next shot was in Brandeis’s perspective when Laurent and Rex rushed over to her. Laurent was speaking, and the story card said, ‘I Am So Sorry But You Know This Is What Happens’. Rex began speaking in the next shot, and the following card said, ‘This Is The Only Way; There Is No Other. Wish that it could be’. Both men got closer to the camera. Then the shot abruptly switched over to Brandeis, screaming in horror while raising her hands.  
 
    The film ended there and began slapping the table as it continued to spin in the projector. I was horrified as I looked down at Amelia. She held up the pair of gloves I came to retrieve.  
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked her. 
 
    Of course, she couldn’t respond so she just looked back at me with those haunted and haunting eyes. 
 
    The projector suddenly stopped whirring, which plunged the entire room into darkness. I started looking around myself for orientation when a faint glow appeared ahead of me. I wondered what caused it until the tent flap was pulled back and I saw it was a lantern. The stagehand, who held it, poked his head in.  
 
    “It’s time, Ms. Bindi,” he said. 
 
    I was nearly floored to find myself sitting on my cot in the tent once again. There was no sign that I’d gone anywhere, much less, the strange place I’d entered through the wardrobe. Nothing to show I was gone except the pair of gloves I now held in my hand. 
 
    My hesitance caught the stagehand off-guard, and he asked, “You are ready, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes, I am,” I replied, rising to my feet and pulling on my gloves. “I was just waiting for your call, actually.” 
 
    The stagehand nodded and gestured with his free hand. “Right this way, then...” 
 
    I had to fight the urge to run into the night and hide as I left the tent because I was all too aware that a great challenge awaited me this night and it couldn’t come too soon. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I could barely hear Laurent’s familiar patter from my covert location in the stands.  
 
    It wasn’t due to the poor amplification; his announcer voice rang out as loudly and clearly as usual. I imagined anyone could have heard him from a mile away. But for me, his voice was tantamount to the buzzing of an insect, an annoyance that I acknowledged but then dismissed, because his overpowering voice was insignificant compared to the thoughts running through my mind. 
 
    The bright spotlight did its job of lighting up the stage while leaving the rest of the big top in shadows. Even so, I vainly looked for my fellow troupe members, all of whom were hidden until it was time to perform their acts. I could only wonder how many of the other performers would rise up when the show concluded. Jiang’s guarded optimism hinted to the general reluctance to get involved. Any hesitation in loyalty could damage the odds of success, which left with me with two questions: whom could I trust outside my immediate circle? And how would I gather them together after tonight’s performance? 
 
    The faster rhythm in the band’s drumming made my anxious thoughts evaporate. I glanced up just in time to see the spotlight drifting from the center ring as it ‘searched’ the audience. Laurent, once more, exaggerated his actions while hunting for his ‘lost little bird’, I had to be ready for the big moment when he ‘found’ me. 
 
    Plastering a fake smile on my face when the light beam finally landed on me, I began to rise from my seat as the music ascended in a triumphant fanfare.  
 
    “Ah, I see our little bird, friends!” Laurent called out. “Poor little thing... she must be so tired from her long journey.” With a gesture that had been rehearsed innumerable times just this afternoon, he opened up the birdcage door and gestured towards it while saying, “Perhaps our little darling wants to come home and enjoy a well-deserved rest?” 
 
    While he spoke to the audience, I made my way to the stage. As always, the audience members who sat on the aisles stretched out their hands toward me. But I wasn’t concerned because my gloved hands would ensure that no one ended up marked. As expected, my slow arrival to the stage was due to the usual glut of well-wishers. My fake smile transformed into a genuine grin as every contact was followed by a single thought: one more survivor that defied the Reaper! 
 
    When I eventually reached the stage and walked over to Laurent, he took one glance at my gloves and I noticed his smile falter slightly. I tacitly challenged him with my gaze, daring him to comment on the gloves. He knew at once not to say a word, and his eyes turned from me back to the birdcage.  
 
    “Come now, my pretty bird, come inside and rest,” he said with overly exaggerated concern. “You shall have no rest outside these bars.” 
 
    Well, if that weren’t the truth! I thought as I began the slow process of pouring myself into the birdcage. As always, the audience was mesmerized as my body slid into the cage by inches. Halfway through, I could hear people’s comments, discussing how impossible it was for any human body to accomplish what I’d just managed. That only stoked my encouragement. I had to prove them wrong once again. 
 
    As I brought my entire body inside the confined space, Laurent closed the cage door behind me. Then I saw something that alarmed me, because it had no business anywhere near my act. A pale horse trotted around the edge of the stage, passing in front of the audience slowly. Yet, everyone seemed completely oblivious to its presence. Why hadn’t Laurent mentioned this part of the act to me?  
 
    While I wondered what to make of it, Laurent continued his ridiculous patter. “Oh, that position looks so uncomfortable! How can you sleep properly in such a compacted form?” 
 
    Did he not see the horse? I asked myself, completely befuddled as a sense of concern started to well up within me. Am I the only one who can see it? My questions passed through my mind as I slowly inverted myself inside the cage. Upon my completion of the process, the white horse once more came into view. This time, it was closer, only inches from the spotlight. It locked its eyes on mine and my heart began to race with fear. The horse looked as solid and real as the birdcage that confined me, yet no one else reacted to its mysterious presence. Was I seeing some sort of ghost? 
 
    It walked closer to Laurent, who looked at me with a practiced expression of dismay. “Oh, dear, dear, dear! You’re still wide awake.” 
 
    This was the new improvement designed by Laurent and hence, the part I was dreading the most. It definitely got easier to turn myself sideways after abundant rehearsals, but now I’d have to turn upside down. One advantage of being upsidedown, was supporting myself on my hands, which I planted beside my head. But being horizontal required the strength of my fingers and toes, which were required to stay aloft. As if that weren’t difficult enough, my next task was even harder: slowly climbing the cage bars like a ladder, horizontally. It required the maximum strength of less-used muscles and I knew I’d be hurting for hours to come. I feared it could be potentially disastrous on this night of all nights. 
 
    Ignoring my misgivings, I performed the trick just as smoothly as I’d rehearsed it. I distracted myself by chanting the movements in my head: fingers, knees, toes! Fingers, knees, toes!... Despite all my caution, my poor muscles protested and ached just as I’d expected. I kept telling myself to just finish the act and the pain would subside. That single thought kept me on task as I slowly performed my miracles. 
 
    I barely started my final stunt when fat beads of sweat dropped from my temples. Some of them rolled into my eyes, forcing me to squint. I had to temporarily halt the act. To my amazement, a thick, pink tongue suddenly licked my drenched forehead, and I opened my eyes wide in alarm. I would have recoiled in fear to see the white horse, but I didn’t have enough space. The horse then pulled back with a snorting sound and I began my gradual move, and the horse stayed nearby. The myriad questions that ran through my mind had to wait until I finished my performance. 
 
    I lowered myself to the cage bottom and grimaced at the pain, curling up so I could fit into it properly. The band used their instruments to notate every achievement I made in my effort. My muscles illustrated the notes with painful harmony but I forged on. Nothing could relieve them but my eventual release. 
 
    Laurent announced, “Ah, now that our poor, tired bird has had a little nap, do you think she’s rested enough to come out of her sanctum?”  
 
    The audience responded with a unanimous, “Yes!”  
 
    Laurent then said, “Yes, maybe it’s time we set her free.” That got an even more enthusiastic response in the affirmative. Laurent swung the cage door wide open, and I began my sluggish extrication. First to emerge was my top leg, which I happily stretched outside the cage, followed by my other leg. Then I maneuvered my hips and torso through the tiny cage door, following with my arms, shoulders and head. After pouring myself on the ground in an exhausted heap, the pain made every cell of my body hurt. My exhaustion was not exaggerated. Taking a deep breath, I stood up and spread my arms like a winged goddess for the crowd. The audience rose to its feet and cheered my accomplishment. My heartfelt smile could not be diminished as I soaked up their generous adulation. Once again, the thrill of living my lifelong dream as a circus star was all I could see or think about. 
 
    “Miss Bindi Bairam, ladies and gentlemen!” Laurent announced with a flourish. I bowed to Laurent, as well as the audience. I was so glad to know the potential victims I’d encountered would not be threatened now, thanks to the gloves. My act finally ended, I exited off the stage, knowing a pair of stagehands were already waiting for me. 
 
    The brilliant spotlight blinded me for a moment, and I failed to make out Rex’s towering frame. His displeasure with me was instantly identifiable, however. Seizing my wrist, he held my hand up to his face and shook my gloved hand.  
 
    “What is this?” he demanded. 
 
    “A glove! What does it look like?” I snapped, looking around for the ghostly horse and yet, the mysterious beast was nowhere to be found. And I couldn’t think about it for long because Rex was already unceremoniously dragging me out of the big top. Even with my impaired vision, I knew where he was taking me: Laurent’s office. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was perched on a stool in the corner of Laurent’s office, like a classroom dunce, being mocked for my disobedience. Rex stood in the opposite corner with crossed arms, leaning against the wall. His eyes alternated between me and the door. I, meanwhile, stared at the old poster of Brandeis that was hanging right next to him. Seeing her carefree smile as she rode that magnificent white horse was enough to make me weep. All that happiness seemed worlds away from where I was now, even if I couldn’t help but notice how similar the white horse in the poster was to the white horse who had just visited me. Or who I’d just hallucinated. 
 
    But if the creature had been real, to whom had it belonged? That was a more rhetorical question because the answer was staring me right in the face. It was Brandeis’ horse. But, if such were the case, then where was she? 
 
    When Rex looked at the door once more, he held his gaze on it and cursed, “Dammit all, what could be taking him so long?” 
 
    “Who? Laurent?” I asked. 
 
    “Who said you were allowed to talk?” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m just surprised you are,” I told him with a shrug, choosing not to take offense to his obvious foul temper. “Those are the first words you’ve said since we got here.” 
 
    He grunted and went back to sullenly watching the door. I’d studied his face long enough to notice his usual baleful gaze was absent. I thought I caught a glimpse of fear in his eyes, something I’d been feeling ever since he’d dragged me here. On the way, he wasted no time before ripping off my gloves and demanding to know where I got them. I refused to tell him anything, which only aggravated him even more. Eventually, though, he quit asking me. After we arrived at the office, he made a point of retreating to the opposite corner from me and crossed his arms defiantly. 
 
    Any other time, I might have been afraid of him. His sheer size, sinewy muscles and horrible scars combined to make him look like an ogre in real life. But there were worse things, and from what I learned in the last two nights, Rex was far less terrifying. I suspected the scarier things could be what was frightening him now. 
 
    The door suddenly opened, and Laurent glided in as if he were skating on ice. He seemed to dance rather than walk into the office. After shutting the door behind him, Laurent looked at Rex who growled, “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Why, mingling with our adoring public, of course,” Laurent answered easily. “Thinking of ways to compensate for tonight’s shortfall.” 
 
    “It was Standing Room Only! How could we have a shortfall?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m afraid we do,” Laurent said, his charm souring into something more sinister under his smile. “I must attribute that shortfall to you, Bindi.” He walked over to the desk and picked up the gloves that Rex had left there. “Perhaps all of the blame falls on these items.” 
 
    “How could a humble pair of black gloves manage to cause any shortfall?” I asked sarcastically as I frowned at him. If Laurent wanted to play cat and mouse, I was determined to beat him at it. 
 
    All at once, Rex closed the distance between us and grabbed my arm, yanking me to my feet. “Stop being coy!” he snapped. If I weren’t a contortionist, I would have protested over the brutish way he was restraining me. But I managed to keep my mouth shut and simply gave him a duplicate of the glare he was giving me. 
 
    “I’m not being coy.” 
 
    Rex’s eyes narrowed. “You knew exactly what you were doing tonight.” 
 
    Meeting his hateful eyes with my own steely stare, I hoped I could maintain it longer than he did. “With an act like mine that requires complete concentration, you have to know exactly what you’re doing at all times.” 
 
    Laurent waved my confiscated gloves in my face. “Where precisely did you get these?”  
 
    I harrumphed as I did several times before to answer him, but said nothing.  
 
    “We know someone is helping you,” Laurent continued, entering my space and putting his face mere inches from mine. 
 
    “Helping me do what?” I demanded, and they both swallowed uncomfortably. 
 
    “When you said we had a shortfall tonight,” I started. 
 
    “No more of your damned questions,” Rex ground out. 
 
    “Who is it?” Laurent asked. “Who is helping you?” 
 
    “As if I’d tell either one of you,” I retorted. 
 
    “So someone is helping you,” The ‘Incredible, Indestructible Man’ said. “Is that the same person who knocked those two useless idiots guarding your tent out cold?” 
 
    “None of my business,” I quipped, right before Rex squeezed my arm perniciously again. 
 
    “I insist that you answer Rex’s question,” Laurent said, lifting Rex’s hand off my arm for some welcome relief. Rex gave him a sneer of disgust but released me, all the same. Laurent ignored him and prattled, “And I have another question: whatever happened to a certain female doll I was working on? She suddenly went missing.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe you lost it.” 
 
    “I’m very doubtful of that,” Laurent replied, getting closer to me. “I believe it was stolen from me.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I replied by crossing my arms and saying nothing.  
 
    I assumed they already knew the answers to their questions, and I felt like I was betraying my friends who were guilty of doing no more than helping and supporting me. I hoped with all my heart that the revolt was progressing in our favor outside. If it were, perhaps my best course of action was to stall the brothers for as long as I could. 
 
    Having only that purpose in mind, I stared at the two of them in silence for the next minute or two. Eventually, Laurent let out an exasperated sigh and turned back to his desk.  
 
    Leaning across it, he said, “Bindi, why do you persistently fail to understand the peril you are putting all of us in?” 
 
    “What peril? Peril about not meeting our quotas? Peril coming from Mr. Grey?” I snapped. 
 
    Rex scoffed and said, “If only that were the case.” 
 
    I looked at Rex and frowned. “After what he did to your brother last night, no man could be worse than him.” 
 
    My words caused Laurent to whirl around and glare at me in disbelief.  
 
    “What?” I said, shrugging, “you were yelling in what sounded like pain! And I could hear Mr. Grey scolding you from my tent.” It was a partial truth but I wasn’t going to admit I hadn’t actually been inside my own tent when I heard him. The point still remained. 
 
    “Mr. Grey is irrelevant,” Laurent said slowly. “I can assure you he is not the only investor in this circus.” 
 
    “Much less, the most important one,” Rex added. 
 
    “Seems important enough for the two of you to keep obeying whatever he says,” I replied. “And as to other investors—he’s the only one I’ve ever seen—first in Olathe, then in Dubuque, and now, here.” 
 
    “Our investors are free to inspect their capital at their own discretion,” Laurent said. “They also have the right to protect their investment by any means necessary.” 
 
    The fate of Brandeis at the hands of Ned flashed through my mind, and I was filled with a renewed sense of fury. “Does that include kidnapping and murder?” 
 
    “No one would have dared to kill you,” Rex said darkly, as if it were blasphemy to even suggest such a thought. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked as I faced him and shook my head. “Aren’t I part of his investment?” Then I speared my expression between the both of them. “I’ve learned that at least one previous star of this circus was murdered in cold blood.” 
 
    Even though I wasn’t sure that was exactly true, after looking at the shocked expressions on both Rex and Laurent’s faces, I realized it was exactly that. Brandeis really had been killed by Ned. As the realization fully dawned on me, I remembered the horse that was only visible to me during our final performance. I’d often heard that people who died violently and unjustly could become ghosts that continued to walk the earth after death. Was that true with animals too? Could his mistress’s unjust death be the reason why the white horse had returned to this dreadful place? 
 
    Laurent’s face grew pale. “Whatever you think you learned, Bindi, I can assure you that you are very much mistaken.” 
 
    I threw up my hands to include the whole circus as I replied, “What good are those assurances to me now? I might as well be your indentured servant! You keep fighting over me like I’m a piece of choice meat.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I wish we had not gotten off on the wrong foot,” Laurent started but my temper was now unleashed and there was no getting it back under control. 
 
    “Why do you sacrifice so much for an old man, for Mr. Grey, who only cares about the bottom line? He couldn’t give a fig for either one of you, or me, or any of our performers.” 
 
    Rex clenched his jaw. “Dammit, Bindi, why can’t you just leave it alone?” 
 
    And that was when my temper broke and turning to face him, I pulled my arm back and slapped him across the face. He simply turned his cheek and didn’t say a thing.  
 
    A pair of large hands grabbed my arms from behind. “Stop this foolishness, Bindi!” Laurent shouted as he dragged me away from his brother.  
 
    Then the door unexpectedly opened. Loud yelling spilled in from outside before a wizened figure toppled in and slammed the door. Mr. Grey! 
 
    Laurent looked over the old man’s shoulder and asked, “What is making all that cacophony outside?” 
 
    Mr. Grey’s eyes bored into Laurent with a visible anger that made Rex’s rage practically innocuous. “The rumor that you and your idiot brother have lost control of this circus completely! Thanks to your gross incompetence, there’s a full-fledged uprising happening outside. They’re already tearing down most of the tents.” 
 
    My heart swelled with pride. Jiang’s revolution was underway! The distant sounds and shouting grew closer to us and I couldn’t help the smile that took hold of my lips. 
 
    Rex cracked his knuckles. “Looks like I’ll have to deal with them.” 
 
    As he attempted to walk past Mr. Grey, the old man caught him on the chest. “Don’t bother... I’ve already made my decision about you.” His eyes traveled from Rex to Laurent and finally, to me. “All of you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded. 
 
    “You know exactly what,” Mr. Grey answered, even though I still had no idea.  
 
    “Now, see here, Mr. Grey,” Laurent objected, his expression growing more panicky as he raised his hands. “Let’s not do anything rash.” 
 
    “After what’s going on outside, you have the gall to even suggest I not do something rash?” Mr. Grey yelled. “Not to mention your abject failure to meet the season’s quota?” Then he shook his head as his jaw tightened. “I have been too lenient with you already.” 
 
    “You don’t speak for all of our investors,” Rex challenged. 
 
    “I do,” Mr. Grey said. “And we all concur in this decision.” He held up his pocket watch, which showed one minute before the next hour. “At the stroke of ten o’clock tonight,” he said, looking up at all three of us, “all the contracts of the entire troupe of Cirque du Noir are permanently and with prejudice herewith terminated.” 
 
    I noticed the hour on the pocket watch was nearly ten o’clock when... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, without the slightest warning, everything was… different. One moment, I was standing in Laurent’s office with an angry mob fast approaching; and the next, I was outside on the grounds of the abandoned tents. Everything I saw around me was bereft of people, lights, or any signs that human beings were ever gathered here. It felt as if I’d been ripped out of my surroundings and then dropped in a barren landscape of Cirque Du Noir, minus all the people. I felt as though I were the last person on the face of the earth. But in the nefarious darkness, the looming presence of the circus itself still hovered over me, as if it were ready to crush me any moment. My panicky thoughts spurred me to make a run for it. 
 
    Dashing from tent to tent, I kept calling the names of Jiang, Vernice, Bernice, Laurent, and Rex as I fought to understand what in the world had just happened. I would have been glad to see anyone I knew. But the shadows concealed no people, they were just as empty as the pathways I traversed. Even the big top was nothing more than an ominous structure that seemed to be waiting for someone to put it out of its misery. 
 
    Despite how long my search remained fruitless, I persisted anyway. Surely, I couldn’t be the only one left at Cirque du Noir. There had to be someone left who could explain what in the world had just happened. But after every empty tent I scoured, my glimmer of hope dimmed a little more.  
 
    I lost count of all the tents I inspected before finally falling on my knees as my despair drove all hope from my heart. I couldn’t weep because I had no tears left to shed. Instead, I clutched my sides and began rocking myself back and forth as I searched for a plausible, rational explanation. But there was nothing. 
 
    Hearing a set of footsteps in the distance, I looked up but didn’t move. I couldn’t see anyone and half wondered if the sound had just been a figment of my imagination. But when the steps continued, I had to smile as I rose to my feet once more. I didn’t care who might be coming closer. As long as another human being were here, it was enough. I ran as quickly as my legs could carry me towards the source of those steps. 
 
    Getting closer, I heard something that instantly slowed me down—a jingling noise that could only come from metal. I knew that sound, because I’d heard it before. My parched mouth got even drier when the figure suddenly revealed himself, stepping out from behind one of the tents until he stood right in front of me. Ned drew his gun and aimed it right at my head. 
 
    For several long seconds, all I could see was the barrel of Ned’s revolver as he cocked back the hammer. A shrill, hair-raising whinny rent the silence and Ned looked away from me momentarily. I had just enough time to duck around the nearest tent. The blast of a gunshot rang out a second later, and the bullet whizzed past my head. I kept running away while five more shots became audible, each one missing me by inches. 
 
    I had to find a place to hide, and none of these tents would do. Spotting the ebony caravan on the perimeter of the grounds, my heart raced with hope once more. I ran towards it, dodging in a zigzag manner to avoid being hit by one of Ned’s many bullets. But the next shot was close enough to crease the back of my neck. The caravan seemed so far in the distance. I knew I couldn’t outrun a bullet, so I darted around another tent. 
 
    I risked taking a peek behind my newest cover to be sure I wasn’t directly in Ned’s cross-hairs. The cowboy was hot on the pathway, his gun held loosely at his side. Coming directly towards the tent I was hiding behind, his eyes moved from side to side. I waited until he looked away to make a break for the next tent over. With a running dive, I managed to roll under the tent wall and get inside. 
 
    Crawling on my hands and knees, I vigorously scrambled towards the exit, my ears straining for the jingle of spurs close by. To my dismay, Ned was coming around the tent, heading straight for the entrance. Flattening myself out, I carefully slid under the tent wall. Once outside, I caught sight of Ned’s back before he reached the entrance. While he carefully inspected the tent without going inside, I prepared to run to the caravan ahead of me. 
 
    Quietly and carefully, I edged my way around the side of the tent until I heard the entrance flaps being pushed aside. With a silent prayer for help, I ran as fast as I could towards the ebony caravan. The tent flaps were violently yanked open once more, and a pair of gunshots followed. The first bullet struck the dirt ahead of me, but the second scored my right arm, making me cry out as I slapped my other hand over it. 
 
    I stopped crying quickly but the pained sound I’d just made continued, though it wasn’t coming from me. I looked back at Ned, who was just as puzzled as I was. But he swiftly forgot his confusion and aimed his gun at me. The cry was heard again, followed by the hard pounding of hoof beats. The pale horse nearly stomped on Ned when it appeared out from nowhere, as if having just ridden in on the air. Ned’s revolver was knocked away in the unexpected charge, and he cried out with pain. No pain for the horse, however, as it reared above Ned to prevent him from seizing his gun again.  
 
    I saw my opportunity and fled the scene, running as quickly as my legs would take me. Tearing off a strip of my costume, I wrapped it around my arm to staunch the bleeding. I had to trust my equine savior to delay Ned long enough for me to reach the caravan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was utterly exhausted by the time I reached the front entrance of the ebony caravan. It was hard to tell which body part hurt more, my lungs or my legs. At least, the bleeding on my arm had stopped, but the pain refused to leave.  
 
    I forgot about all that, however, when I saw something that I’d never seen on any of my previous visits to the caravan: the front door was wide open! The light inside was as bright as it was under the big top, except much more garish in sickly red and green hues. 
 
    For a moment, I hesitated and wondered if I dared to go inside. But the jingle-jangle of Ned’s spurs fast approaching was enough to make up my mind for me. Whatever awaited me inside the caravan could be dangerous, while Ned’s gun meant instantaneous death. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The red and green lights imbued the Hall of Oddities with a truly hellish look.  
 
    It created most of the agitation inside The Menagerie, a collection of beasts too fantastic and unusual to believe. Chickens with lizard tails and bat-like wings cackled in their pens as they flapped their leathery wings in dismay. Tiny rabbits with horns ran around their enclosures, ostensibly seeking to escape the eerie lights and buzzing atmosphere around them. The goldfish bowl was also in motion, and the seahorse, which actually had a horse’s body and four equine legs and hooves, kept leaping up from the bottom and paddling around, in obvious distress. 
 
    But I couldn’t focus on any of them for long. Ned’s jingling spurs were within earshot again and I had to flee or hide. Catching a fleeting glimpse of Ned, I could see he was in terrible shape, owing to his run-in with the horse earlier. His left arm hung at the wrong angle and seemed to be out of its shoulder socket. He limped on his right leg, but still managed to move extremely fast. Nothing seemed to be wrong with his right hand, however, which held the pistol, and when he caught sight of me, he raised his gun and aimed. 
 
    I was grazed by the first shot, which tore off some of my scalp and made me feel dizzy. I stumbled behind the goldfish bowl to avoid Ned’s second shot and gasped with fright as the bullet pierced the glass and ricocheted off the back wall, which was what I stood behind. The bowl shattered and in the flood of water, I watched the poor, tiny horse get carried away by it. All at once, the creature began to grow in size. It seemed like the air, itself, was causing the strange specimen to enlarge and change. When it stood up (which was an amazing feat, all on its own), it stood the size of a forty-pound dog and its tail and head, which were formerly those of a seahorse, now looked like a normal horse. It kept growing before it charged directly at Ned. It nearly reached the ceiling when it overcame him. 
 
    Ned hastily got out of the way, and an idea hit my brain. I ran over to the hybrid chickens and opened up their coops. All the chickens I’d ever raised on the farm could be very testy animals when confronted or cornered. I hoped this unusual breed would prove no exception. When the cluster of fowl charged Ned, he scattered all of them with a shot from his gun. Meanwhile, I’d already moved on to the rabbit cage, allowing the tiny, horned, white bunnies to escape. To my surprise, they did exactly as the chickens, in spite of the shots aimed at them. Covering Ned’s feet and legs, the defiant little rabbits gored him with their razor-sharp horns and bit him with their tiny, jagged teeth. Ned collapsed to the ground and screamed loudly before dropping his revolver. 
 
    By instinct, I rushed over to the fallen gun and scooped it up. Ned was overcome by the innumerable bunnies, all now chewing on him in a very grizzly display. He pulled them off as much as he could with his uninjured hand. The ones on his face left bloody chunks of missing flesh when he batted them off with one hand.  
 
    I aimed the revolver at his face, but he looked at me with no alarm. Cocking the gun, which echoed across the room, he ceased to struggle any longer because we both knew what was going to happen. At such close range, even a novice like me couldn’t miss the target. 
 
    The blast of the gun was much more impressive than I expected when I shut my eyes and pulled the trigger. The bloody mess that became Ned’s face will live forever in my worst nightmares, and I dropped the revolver like a hot potato. The tiny rabbits swarmed over Ned once more, tearing holes in his clothes and flesh. But I’d seen enough carnage. 
 
    The whinnies of two horses guided me back to the entrance of the caravan. Looking outside, I saw the former seahorse standing next to Saccharo, Brandeis’s trusty steed. The seahorse was even bigger than Saccharo. It was as large as a draft horse. Both of them approached me, and I reflexively backed away. But Saccharo stared at me with his big, gentle eyes. As the horses came closer, they rubbed me with their heads and licked my hands. 
 
    The moment ended when the former seahorse tossed its head and took off towards the outer perimeter of the circus. Saccharo followed suit and raced in that direction. The bigger horse chased Saccharo playfully, although Saccharo stayed in the lead until both of them vanished into the surrounding hills.  
 
    To my alarm, I felt all kinds of creatures swarming at my feet before the tiny, horned bunnies and lizard chickens ran out of the tent as swiftly as water. My stomach churned with dread, but I went back to the location where Ned had fallen. There were few traces of him left: a stained, well-worn Stetson, his boots and spurs, and the trusty revolver he’d lived and died by. Inevitably, my eyes drifted to the door of The Dark Room.  
 
    Taking a very deep breath, I walked inside the ominous site. 
 
    I had no idea what I was seeking, but I didn’t expect to find what I did. No need for the spotlights in The Dark Room, because every inch was brightly illuminated under the glare of all the overhead lights. Every shelf was filled with dolls, each on full display like a collector’s museum.  
 
    I searched the shelves for the one doll I wanted to find above all the others. What I saw stopped me cold. I hoped I was hallucinating again, and not really seeing two dolls with extra-long hair that cascaded over the shelves. Upon closer inspection, though, there was no doubt as to their identity. Vernice and Bernice sat side by side, their hands clasped together, surrounded by their flowing locks. Immediately, I turned my attention to the dolls sitting beside them. A ragdoll that once was ‘The World’s Largest Woman’ was also seated there. Two shelves down, a porcelain doll without any clothes but a bra and panties caught my eye. I examined her and recognized the detailed tattoo of the United States that covered her torso. 
 
    “No! No, no, no!” I called out, loath to admit what I was currently witnessing. But my eyes weren’t lying. Two male dolls that resembled Zeke and Hep were sitting further down the shelf. Those two unfortunate stagehands were relegated to the same fate. I hoped with all my heart that one of the troupe members, in particular, had been spared this fate. I hoped she’d managed to escape the grim future that awaited all the others.  
 
    Something ruffled my hair that was long and thin, like a pencil. When I looked up to see what it was, my optimism vaporized like ether. There, a porcelain doppelganger of Jiang, including her long fingernails, looked back at me. She was holding out her arm and as she pulled it back, her fingernail dropped from my hair. It was then that I noticed the small, gray sock monkey that was nestled inside her right arm. 
 
    I backed away in horror, my grief mingling with renewed outrage. It wasn’t fair, none of this should have happened. Nobody deserved such a fate! My knees buckled, and I fell down, sobbing.  
 
    “Why not me?” I repeated the words loudly. “Why not me?!” 
 
    With my hands over my face, I wept bitter tears, feeling utterly defeated. I hated losing control of myself but what I saw on those shelves made me feel even more wretched. All my future plans were dashed, my alliances were mere memories, and the sacrifices of so many friends became an oppressive, inescapable reality, I withdrew mentally and went numb, both in my head and body. 
 
    A soft, small hand reached out to me. Seeing to whom it belonged thrilled me, because I’d found Amelia. I couldn’t snatch her up fast enough and began hugging her with all my might.  
 
    “Can you tell me why, Amelia?” I asked in a raspy voice. I was hoarse in my throat and my red eyes were raw as I added, “All the things you showed me about Brandeis. Can you tell me why?” 
 
    A familiar but unwelcome sensation made me look at my wrist, and I put Amelia down to inspect it more closely. The scythe appeared and burned brightly, as if it were mocking my plight. I reacted at once and began to scratch the despised sigil furiously. It simply resulted in a sore wrist and bloody fingertips that stung.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said. “Why was I marked? Or Brandeis, for that matter? What did we do to deserve this?” My words trailed off when a new revelation came to me. “What did we learn from this? Is that the point?” 
 
    Amelia just looked back up at me, blankly as I exhaled with audible defeat. “Oh, Amelia,” I said as I picked her up, “each one of us, Rex, Laurent and me, each of us was a harbinger of death. And those lives… they were the very thing that Mr. Grey was complaining about. Not meeting the quotas!” 
 
    A series of slow claps came from the entrance. “Once again, you fully appreciate how the mechanism works,” Mr. Grey announced, putting his hands down as he looked at me with nothing in his eyes. 
 
    The back door suddenly swung open and the old woman that had worked as a fortune teller in the wagon full of shawls walked in. She looked thoroughly exasperated.  
 
    “Discipline is no solution. That will not secure your investment or prevent it from further encounters of risk and danger,” she warned Mr. Grey. “You’re extremely slow to learn, Mr. Grey.” 
 
    Snatching up Amelia, I ran over to the old lady in desperation. “Please, whatever he plans to do, don’t let it happen,” I said. The words spewed from my mouth like a geyser. 
 
    “Now why would a shrewd investor like me want to get involved with you, child?” the old woman asked. “After all, you’re a critical factor in the continuing success of Cirque du Noir.” 
 
    I looked at them with astonishment. “Then it’s the two of you?” 
 
    “It is,” she answered. 
 
    “Are you two the actual owners of the circus?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Mr. Grey scoffed. “Those two bumbling brothers share that dubious honor. We are merely two conservative investors in this enterprise.” 
 
    “A bit more involved than most of the others, though,” the old woman corrected him. 
 
    “Quite right, Erika,” Mr. Grey agreed, stretching his hand towards my forehead. “At moments like these, I sometimes wish it were otherwise.” 
 
    His gesture sparked a memory inside me, and I instantly recoiled. I knew the moment he touched me, it would all be over. I held up my left hand and protested, “Wait!”  
 
    “Why delay the inevitable?” Mr. Grey snorted. “This drama is preordained and scheduled to end now. What can possibly be gained by delaying it?” 
 
    “As if you can’t guess,” the elderly Erika muttered under her breath behind me. 
 
    “Well, if the ending is already set in stone,” I reasoned in a loud voice, “what harm could there be in answering some questions?” 
 
    Mr. Grey shook his head as he looked over his shoulder at Erika. I failed to see what her response was.  
 
    Mr. Grey replied, “Oh, very well then... I suppose the lamb has earned her right to know why she must be slaughtered.” 
 
    “Let’s start with something easy,” I asserted, mustering up the courage I couldn’t feel. “Am I really Brandeis?” 
 
    Mr. Grey responded by rolling his eyes and sighing while looking up, as if he were beseeching the heavens for a more intelligent question than that. 
 
    “What?” Erika said from behind me. “Seems purely logical she would ask that, Mr. Grey.” 
 
    Her continued movement on the shelves made me turn around to see what she was doing. Erica was gathering the dolls off the shelves and dropping them into a basket that must have appeared when I wasn’t looking. Amelia suddenly clutched me tightly before a rough hand turned me around to face Mr. Grey. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “You have very poor manners, Miss Bairum. It is very poor taste to look elsewhere when someone is responding to your question,” Mr. Grey scolded me with a frosty tone. I managed to keep my tongue still, because I didn’t want to incite him more than I already had and I wanted him to answer my question.  
 
    After he finished, I nodded and said, “Sorry for getting distracted.” 
 
    Mr. Grey wasn’t exactly mollified by my answer but he grunted and said, “You are Brandeis, yes, but I must add this: you are also two other persons who came before Brandeis.” 
 
    I squinted at him incredulously, not quite believing the words to come out of his mouth, but not quite doubting them either. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Mr. Grey grunted again, but I detected a trace of kindness in his voice that I’d never noticed before. “I’m speaking of the basic concept of the cycle of life and re-life.” 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “In its simplest terms, child,” Erika said from behind me, “it is the afterlife of the soul. Some souls find redemption in a perfectly changeless Heaven or Hell, while other souls elect to return to Earth, and they return in another form.” 
 
    “You consistently made the choice to return to us,” Mr. Grey continued. “You and Cirque du Noir are interwoven and have become the whole fabric of our enterprise. You withdraw and retreat for long stretches at a time, but you must always return.” 
 
    “For what reason, though?” I asked, still as clueless as before. 
 
    “Because you’re—” 
 
    “Caught in a love triangle with me and my brother,” a gruff voice said from behind Mr. Grey. I never felt so glad to see the ominous form of Rex when he unexpectedly entered the room. 
 
    Mr. Grey eyed him with contempt. “Or the prize of a terrible contest that must be played, and replayed, and replayed, ad nauseum, until one of the contestants concedes defeat.” 
 
    “I beg to differ, Mr. Grey,” Laurent said out of nowhere. He entered from the back door and swept into the room with his usual theatrical bombast. “I prefer to share my brother’s romantic notions on what truly binds the three of us—it is a love that has never died.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” Erika snapped with an audible spitefulness that nearly matched Mr. Grey’s. 
 
    Mr. Grey looked down and addressed me. “And what does our lost, little lamb have to say?” 
 
    His former scorn toward me returned with that question. My desperation was rapidly draining, and I was now only left with a good mix of both confusion and understanding. “I… What Laurent and Rex says make perfect sense to me—I’ve felt drawn to them from the moment I arrived here.” 
 
    “And you continue to make the same mistakes,” Mr. Grey continued. “Never choosing between the two of them.” 
 
    Tears were stinging my eyes as my next words came out, “I could never choose between them and I guess I never will.” 
 
    I saw the pained expressions on the faces of Rex and Laurent as Mr. Grey spread his arms triumphantly and said, “Why did you expect her answer this time to be any different from all the other times?” 
 
    I recalled my brief history of Brandeis, what little I’d witnessed. “Brandeis tried to run away, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Prompting this fool to send Ned after you. It was an ill-advised attempt to keep you here,” Mr. Grey emphasized with a nod. 
 
    “I had to do something to stop her!” Rex protested. 
 
    “Really? Elevating an outlaw from forty years ago just to give him a chance to make a name for himself as a famous gunfighter?” Erika asked. 
 
    I blinked. “What?! Is Ned a… a ghost?” 
 
    “The more appropriate term, my dear, is ‘revenant,’” Laurent clarified. “It literally means ‘the returned.’ His condition of return means he must indenture himself to Mr. Grey as a permanent servant. He is paying off a karmic debt, you see.” 
 
    I pointed my finger at Rex and Laurent. “How come some people remember what they were before, like all of you do, but I don’t?” 
 
    A pained, but familiar look covered Laurent’s face. “With your permission, Mr. Grey...?” 
 
    Mr. Grey dismissed him with an irritated backhand. “For once, try to keep your speech terse and devoted exclusively to the absolute essentials.” 
 
    Laurent bowed graciously and when he stood up, he said, “I play the role of the seducer—and all that role requires is a persuasive tongue. Rex plays the role of violent death and stands for those who choose to inflict harm because they feel none in return. But what about innocence?”  
 
    “I played the role of the innocent?” I asked, but it was more a statement, a dawning realization. 
 
    Laurent paused for a long moment and the last word hung in the air. “Yes, and innocence cannot be maintained except by carefully curated ignorance. When one witnesses all the injustice of this world, innocence has not long to survive.”  
 
    I thought of all the people I’d unwillingly touched and marked, all the while not having a clue as to what I was doing or what was happening. 
 
    “Remember the day you auditioned under the big top?” Laurent asked. 
 
    I recalled how much I missed Amelia in those early days. “That’s when I started forgetting about Amelia,” I said. “Being ignorant of her very existence allowed me to...” I couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    “What were you thinking by harvesting that one?” Rex said to his brother, pointing at the human-turned-doll in my hands. “Trying to make the little juggler vanish was riskier than bringing Ned back from the grave.” 
 
    “How did I know our little bird would insist on seeking out her old friend?” Laurent spat back. 
 
    “Innocence thrives on insatiable curiosity,” Erika explained. “Putting her tent so close to the ebony caravan ensured the rediscovery of her friend. It was all inevitable.” 
 
    Mr. Grey rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I find this conversation rapidly growing tiresome.” Dropping his hand, he looked at me and raised his pointer finger. “You may ask one last question before I deliver you to your preordained fate.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at the man who had designated himself as my executioner, and turned to Erika. She’d already cleared the first three rows of shelves and was moving onto the next section. No matter how many dolls she put inside her basket, none of them fell out. It seemed as if it had no bottom. 
 
    “Why are the members of the troupe changed into dolls?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious, child?” Erika replied. “Because they’re all dead now.” 
 
    A cold shiver chilled me to the bone. “No, that can’t be true. They’re just—” 
 
    “Whatever you want to say is incorrect,” Mr. Grey interjected, baring his unbridled anger.  
 
    “True, although quite bluntly phrased,” Erika said. “There was a time when our troupe of performers were free to come and go because we had no quotas.” 
 
    “Why do you have quotas now?” I asked. 
 
    “Because, child,” Erika answered. “Life is a cycle of birth and death. There must be a balance and those we answer to require it. It’s a constant balancing act.” 
 
    “Those you answer to?” I repeated. “Who are they?” 
 
    “That is a question we don’t even know,” Mr. Grey answered.  
 
    “Then the posters in the Dark Room?” I started. 
 
    Mr. Grey answered again. “The posters are reserved exclusively for the people harvested from the audience, while the dolls serve as temporary holding places for our performers at the season’s end or right before.” 
 
    “Better than the idea you suggested of having ‘soul jars’,” Laurent asserted. “At least our troupe retains reproductions of their bodies until they can be delivered, thanks to my contribution.” Seeing my look of surprise, he added, “Yes, Bindi, they too fall under my jurisdiction. What better way to attract new souls than by offering them a job they love?” 
 
    “That’s why you make the dolls,” I concluded in a near-whisper. 
 
    Laurent’s wistful eye landed on the shelf that Erika was emptying. It was filled with rag dolls. “I wasn’t always so proficient in my craftsmanship,” he admitted. “The rag dolls on these shelves were the first ones I made. When the materials for the porcelain faces and hands become scarce, I have to compromise and become more creative.” 
 
    Rex narrowed his eyes and replied in a low tone, “There is only one thing either of us ever cared about since this circus began.” Shifting his eyes towards me, they appeared to soften. “And we’re about to lose her again.” The harsh lighting made his eyes glisten, and I saw they were full of tears. 
 
    “Now that the questions are answered,” Erika said with a sigh and a nod, “perhaps this is a good time to finish our task.” 
 
    Mr. Grey looked at the two brothers who had loved me for at least four lifetimes. “You may both stay if you like. She probably wants the men who loved her to be with her at the end.” 
 
    Rex shuddered as he looked away. In a deep voice that was hoarse and gravelly with tears, he muttered, “I can’t.” Then he turned and walked out hastily. I looked at Laurent, who gave me a sad smile. Then took my hand and kissed it. I started to smile until he spun on his heel and left as fast as Rex. The door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    Mr. Grey grunted and said, “Perhaps one day, they’ll stay with you, my dear.” He stretched out his hand. An inchoate fear overcame me and my legs instinctively carried me away from him as I inched toward the back door. The spotlights I’d been standing under suddenly shut off as soon as I was out of their glare. 
 
    Naturally, the back door wouldn’t budge, and the doorknob was frozen in place. Mr. Grey walked towards me with his proffered hand, making slow, deliberate steps. I ran along the wall, heading towards the front door, and the lights turned off behind me. I doubted this door would be more cooperative than the previous one, but I bashed my shoulder into it anyway while straining to turn the frozen knob before Mr. Grey drew any closer. 
 
    This time, Erika was my target. She acted so blasé, like this was something she’d witnessed every season. I grabbed her shoulder but my hand passed right through her. My second effort achieved the same results.  
 
    Erika looked at me with annoyance. “How many times must you do that before you realize it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “After what you told me on the first day, not to trust anyone,” I replied, the anger rising in my voice, “why are you letting this happen?” 
 
    “Because you became overly curious—I warned you in the hopes you wouldn’t go snooping for answers. That you’d simply keep to yourself.” 
 
    Seeing Mr. Grey getting closer once again, I ran for the only door I hadn’t tried yet, the one to Laurent’s workshop. To my amazement, it opened easily. The workspace was mostly empty, except for some unused scraps of material and crafting tools that were neatly laid out. But I was too fearful to care. I desperately launched myself against the walls, hoping to break through one of them but to no avail. My bruised and battered body ached with each attempt but no exit was in sight. Then Mr. Grey entered the room. 
 
    I panicked, walking backwards as I whispered to Amelia, “Is there another way out? Can you help me escape?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    My heart sank as Mr. Grey said, “A valiant, but futile effort. It’s all over now.” 
 
    The dimming lights made it hard to see anymore. I wanted to run, hide, escape, and do anything but face what lay in store for me. But there was nowhere left to go. I was as doomed as all the others being collected by Erika. 
 
    Mr. Grey covered my eyes with his palm and my breathing grew faster and more shallow, before everything went black. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    I was bubbling with excitement and could barely contain myself as I stepped off the train to Marietta and found myself in a long line of people eager to show their abilities.  
 
    “Next!” said the deep, baritone voice of the man inside the big top.  
 
    When it was my turn, I practically skipped with joy into the tent, nearly dropping my props in my rush to get inside. The man in the top hat didn’t seem to mind, and responded with a smile.  
 
    “Well, hello there, young lady,” he said with a sunny voice that instantly welcomed me. “And what special talent have you to show us today?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly and replied, “I, uh, work with fire... you see, I’m a fire-eater.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” the man said, visibly perking up. “It’s been quite a while since anyone in our circus could do that. Would you care to demonstrate your talent?” 
 
    The time had finally arrived! Putting my lighter on the torch, I lit it and placed it against my bare arm, making contact with the base of the torch on my skin to avoid being burned. The smoke rose, but I suffered no burns. Then I switched hands and did the same with the other arm. The man’s eyebrows rose when he saw my arms were uninjured. 
 
    Next, I slowly lowered the torch inside my mouth. Most of the heat from the flame was near my hand since heat rises. The part that entered my mouth was cooler, and I had no trouble extinguishing it. When I pulled the torch out, I switched hands and lit it up with another flame. 
 
    I managed to capture the man’s undivided attention but in order to keep it, I had to do another extraordinary feat. While holding the flame in my mouth again, I slipped a small chunk of paraffin that I’d hidden in my waistband into my palm. When the moment was perfect, I blew the torch flame onto my palm, and a great plume of flame closed the gap between the auditioner and me. He actually backed up, fearing the fire might incinerate him. With a proud smile, I put my hand over the torch, snuffing it out completely. 
 
    “That was remarkable! Truly a showstopper!” the man exclaimed. “Are there any more miraculous tricks in your portfolio?” 
 
    “One or two,” I replied. “But these are my best acts. Will they be enough?” 
 
    “Oh, more than enough, my dear girl, more than enough. You may consider yourself hired!” 
 
    Squealing with delight, I lifted my hands up in triumph. The man’s eyes caught the small scar on my left hand. “Oh, that,” I said, eager to explain. “It happened when I was newly honing my craft—I got too careless and suffered the consequences.”  
 
    “Interesting that it’s in the shape of a star,” he responded. 
 
    I nodded. “At least it looks kinda pretty.” 
 
    The man’s smile seemed strangely sad. “Yes... yes, it is quite pretty. Well, according to the Bard, the past is merely prologue. We’re sharing the present tense, and as of now, our newest artist to join Cirque du Noir is you!” 
 
    “Thank you so much, sir,” I said politely with a huge smile. 
 
    “Oh, no need for that sort of formality. Call me Laurent, like everyone else does. May I ask your name, my dear?” 
 
    “Oh, my name’s Beatrice. Beatrice Bergson, but you can call me Bea!” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
    The Master 
 
      
 
    The first time I saw Master Nicolo, he was striding down the corridor that led from the Prince’s Tower to the Great Hall.  
 
    I had, of course, already heard of him. It was impossible not to have heard of him. Not with a reputation such as he had. 
 
    Regardless, I remained focused on my work, dusting the frame of one of the royal portraits that lined the corridor. A maidservant who was caught doing anything but working was asking for trouble from Mistress Rosana, who governed the maids with an iron hand (and a bamboo stick), but I allowed my eyes to drift in Nicolo’s direction anyway. Truth be told, I couldn’t help it. 
 
    My gaze lingered on him as he passed.  
 
    Nicolo was very tall, broad and muscular, with unruly dark hair that curled around his ears, ending at the point where his neck met his shoulders. It was almost but not quite black and in the right light, could almost look as though streaked with blue. In general, he always had the appearance of not having shaved for at least a few days, his strong jaw rough with stubble. His clothes were always black—darkness seemed to be the image he wanted to project.  
 
    He wore a soft leather jerkin, black, that terminated mid-thigh, a silk shirt buttoned up to his throat, also black, and stretched hose that clung to the contours of his strong legs. Those, too, were black as were the high leather boots that hugged his calves. He strode with an easy confidence, not as if he owned the place, but as if it didn’t matter that he didn’t.  
 
    His eyes, which remained focused straight out ahead of him (though I got the sense he noticed everything happening around him), were violet. I’d heard about his violet eyes before, as rumors have a way of persisting, but I never really believed it until I saw them for myself. And truly, they appeared as two gems inserted into his face, glistening and sparkling amethyst. 
 
    Yes, Master Nicolo was an arresting sight. 
 
    But my first impression of the man was based more on how everyone else reacted to him. When in his presence, maids, like myself, suddenly became deeply focused on whatever task they were doing; soldiers standing guard found a point in middle distance and stared blankly at it. No one wanted to meet that violet gaze, afraid if they did, he might notice them. And that was exactly what you didn’t want—Master Nicolo noticing you. 
 
    Members of the nobility deferred to him, got out of his way and bowed as he passed, as afraid to meet Nicolo’s eye as were the servants, because who knew what the consequences might be? Technically Nicolo was their social inferior, but that didn’t matter because he was still and always would be: Master Nicolo. 
 
    Still more fascinating was how everyone reacted after Nicolo passed, when they all wore their relief to be out of his gaze—no doubt pleased to be less liable to cause unintended offence. Every eye surreptitiously followed him, of course. They all feared Nicolo, so that made sense. But their interest went beyond mere fear—people couldn’t help but be drawn to him, as they are drawn to power and to danger. 
 
    To his face they called him ‘Master Nicolo’, but in the whispers behind his back, he was known as ‘The Terrible’. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The second time I saw Master Nicolo was in the banqueting hall of the Great Castle that sat in the middle of the vast, multi-castle complex of Woodfall Gath.  
 
    I’d served the lower tables before, but this was my first time waiting on the horseshoe of grand tables on the raised dais, looming down on the rest of the hall. It was unusual for a newcomer like myself to be trusted with such a responsibility (one slip of the ladle and both I and Mistress Rosana would be in trouble) but I only had myself to blame. It had become a simple matter of being at the wrong place at the wrong time—I’d walked in on an argument among the other girls. 
 
    “I did it last time,” said the redheaded maid. I believed her name to be Elsie. 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” said the pockmarked one. Perhaps Trudy? Or Katy? 
 
    “She knows that’s not how it works.” No, that one was Katy. 
 
    “We draw lots,” said another of them, whose name I’d missed. 
 
    “Can’t we choose differently this time?” asked Elsie. 
 
    “We’ve always drawn lots, that’s how we’ve always done it,” this said by the pockmarked one. Yes, I did believe her name was Trudy. 
 
    “Yes, but I did it last time! And if someone did it most recently, that person should be excused from drawing this time!” Elsie yelled. 
 
    “You’re only saying that because you drew ‘the Terrible’,” Katy pointed out. 
 
    “No, that’s not why.” 
 
    “Regardless, it’s how we’ve always done it,” Trudy said. 
 
    “Done what?” I asked, joining the conversation. 
 
    The five girls having this debate all looked at me sharply (the newest girls were decidedly lowest on the totem pole). “We’re deciding who waits on the royal family for the banquet tonight,” Katy said. 
 
    “We’re deciding who waits on Master Nicolo,” another girl corrected. I’d never seen her before. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to wait on him?” I asked, frowning at them both. 
 
    They all looked at each other before looking at me, their expressions revealing that I’d just asked the stupidest question they’d ever heard. 
 
    “It’s the master,” Elsie said. 
 
    “The Terrible,” Trudy added. 
 
    “Yes, so I’ve been told he’s called,” I answered on a shrug, doing my best to keep my smile to myself—there was a certain sense of mirth to be taken from others’ shock. 
 
    “Then you would know why none of us wants to wait on him.” Hmm, I’d have to find out this one’s name. 
 
    “Oh, actually, I don’t,” I answered, chewing on my lip and offering them an expression of ignorance. 
 
    “Do you know what he might do to you?” Elsie asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted, frowning on another shrug. “But do tell because owing to your expressions, it must be quite scandalous?” 
 
    “Whatever he wants,” the girl nearest me, Jurval I thought her name might be, replied. Or perhaps it was Surval? Burval? 
 
    It sounded to me as if they didn’t know what they were scared of, and they were just scared on principle. As far as I could tell, everyone was scared of ‘the master’ and I still had no idea why. 
 
    “I’ll serve him.” 
 
    They didn’t waste any time before accepting my offer. In fact, their relief was palpable and I was quite certain both I and my idiocy would be the subject going round the scullery maids tonight. 
 
    Regardless, that night, I found myself standing just behind and to the right of Master Nicolo’s chair, where he sat at the head table, beside the heir to the throne, Prince Balduin. As far as I understood things, Nicolo was Balduin’s closest friend, and also the only reason Balduin was even alive. 
 
    The prince, himself, sat to the right of the Old Queen. Though she was officially titled ‘Queen Nell’, everyone referred to her and thought of her as the ‘Old Queen’, the only monarch most could remember.  
 
    Women weren’t permitted to rule—apparently the Great God had some sort of issue with it—but when King Moros had died young, his death was kept a closely guarded secret by Queen Nell and the immediate court, partly to avoid civil war over an unclear succession, partly because Queen Nell wasn’t planning on going anywhere.  
 
    For five years she ruled as regent, while the king’s ‘ill health’ prevented him from appearing in public. By the time his death was finally admitted to, everyone had gotten accustomed to Queen Nell being in charge, and she’d clung to that power through plots and coups ever since.  
 
    The Old Queen had born two daughters of her own (both situated some way down the table, reflecting their place in the succession). Of those two, only Princess Maeve had had children, and after five daughters, the question of the succession had loomed again. Then she gave birth to Balduin, and the future of the throne was safe. 
 
    Or so it seemed at the time. 
 
    Master Nicolo raised his hand and I was instantly beside him to refill his glass. I took the opportunity to get a closer look at him. What I’d glossed over that first time I’d seen him in the corridor was just how truly handsome he was, in a rugged, rough-hewn sort of way. But even in his good looks there seemed an edge of danger, a darkness to the undeniable sexuality that hung about him. 
 
    Or maybe I was getting carried away.  
 
    There was something about Nicolo that made me feel as if I were just like all the other girls, both anxious and unintentionally admiring. The difference was that I’d always tended to run towards the things that scared me, to touch them, to try them, to get over my fear in the most direct way possible. But, in this case, it would have been a breach of social etiquette for me to touch Master Nicolo, however much I wanted to run my fingers along that strong, rough jawline, or catch them in the curls of hair around his ears.  
 
    Almost as if he were privy to my thoughts, his violet eyes flashed in my direction and held my gaze. There was surprise in his—surprise no doubt owing to the fact that he’d never seen me before, as I was new here. But soon that surprise yielded to something else—admiration. I could see as much in the way the ice in his gaze melted just so and a heat overtook it.  
 
    I allowed myself what I hoped was a teasing smile.  
 
    He smiled back but the expression on his face wasn’t a kind one. No, there was nothing generous or gentle about that smile—it was the devil’s own—the sort of expression that belonged to the ultimate of predators. For an instant, his eyes flicked down to my bosom—the maid’s uniforms were designed to lift and enhance, because the men of the court liked entertainment while they ate. Because I’d been graced generously in both my upper and lower departments, the uniform was quite snug in both areas. And I’d adjusted my blouse to reveal even more, because I wanted Nicolo to notice me.  
 
    And that was exact what he was currently doing. 
 
    His eyes lingered on my cleavage long enough for me to be quite convinced he liked what he saw. When his eyes found mine once again, they further thawed. 
 
    “Is there anything else you desire, Master?” I asked, my tone of voice deep and sultry. It was something I’d practiced—along with the lowering of my eyes so as to appear submissive, the slight breath through my open lips and the slow sweep of my eyelashes. 
 
    His eyes remained on my face. “Step back.” 
 
    It was the first time I’d heard that low, husky voice. It sounded like the taste of dark liquor, rich and smoky. But above all, it was a voice of command, and one not to be disobeyed. 
 
    “Apologies, Master.” I bobbed a curtsey, staying down a beat longer than necessary to allow him another eyeful of my cleavage. 
 
    Before I drifted back out of earshot, Master Nicolo returned to his conversation with Prince Balduin.  
 
    “I’m not convinced of his loyalty,” he said. 
 
    “He’s a Duke, Nicolo,” the prince responded. 
 
    “Does that automatically make him loyal?” 
 
    The prince tossed a grape into the air and caught it in his mouth. “He knows which side his bread is buttered.” 
 
    “You need to be careful,” Nicolo argued. 
 
    Balduin patted his friend on the shoulder. “You’re careful enough for the both of us.” He looked around, and I hurriedly shuffled back so they wouldn’t realize I’d been eavesdropping, keeping my head lowered all the while.  
 
    When I brought my gaze back up again, I found both Prince Balduin and Master Nicolo staring at me. I swallowed hard, something which wasn’t an act. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve seen that maid before,” Balduin said as he appreciated my more obvious… assets. 
 
    “Nor have I,” Nicolo answered and by the sound of his voice, he was less than interested. Yet, his attention remained on me. As did the prince’s. 
 
    “Very… attractive,” commented Balduin, talking about me as if I weren’t standing there, not five feet away from him. “I don’t believe I’ve seen hair such a flaxen color before,” he continued. “And that white skin leads me to believe her nipples would be the color of the roses in my garden.” 
 
    Nicolo said nothing, but his eyes travelled from my feet, up my body, pausing at my breasts, before arriving at my eyes. He seemed to approve, but it was hard to tell with the master, who gave away nothing. Even if he liked what he saw, it didn’t necessarily make me something special; Nicolo and Balduin were both known to have an eye for the ladies.  
 
    More than an eye, in fact.  
 
    Based on the stories I’d heard in the maids’ dormitory, I wouldn’t be the first to catch their attention—the prince treated the maidservants like a fruit tree, to be plucked whenever he was hungry. Many of the girls were quite proud of these encounters and kept a tally scratched on the dormitory’s wooden walls, creating an unofficial hierarchy of favorites.  
 
    I didn’t intend to be one of those tallies but with the way the prince was staring at me, that might prove to be difficult. 
 
    The first course finished, I hurried forward with the other maids to clear away the detritus of plates, knives, discarded bones and so on. Perhaps I leaned a little further than necessary across Master Nicolo to pick up his plates, allowing my chest to brush lightly against his arm. 
 
    “Apologies, Master,” I whispered with what I hoped was a coquettish smile (I had practiced it in the mirror). 
 
    “No need to apologize.” There was that voice again. 
 
    “And what of my plates?” the prince said as he reached forward and wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me towards him and tugging me into his lap. Then he looked at his friend. “She smells heavenly… of… what is that arresting scent? Lilies?” 
 
    “Jasmine, my lord,” I said in a soft voice as I kept my eyes trained to the floor. The jasmine oil had done exactly as I’d intended.  
 
    “Nicolo, smell her,” Balduin said as he reached for his friend who wore the same expression he had since first seeing me. “She smells like Spring itself.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Nicolo said on that dagger of a smile.  
 
    “Your plates have been cleared, my lord,” I peeped as I tried to pull myself from Balduin’s lap. He released me with a nod and another longing gaze at my breasts. 
 
    “So, they have been.” Once I was able to free myself, I immediately carried the dishes to the kitchen and left them there before returning to my post behind Nicolo and against the wall. 
 
    “My sister is trying to catch your attention, Nicolo,” said Prince Balduin. 
 
    “Which?” asked Nicolo. 
 
    “Laurel. Her husband is busy talking and she takes the opportunity to make eyes at you. Really, she’s so gauche, you’d think a princess would be a bit more… refined.” 
 
    Nicolo looked at Balduin’s sister. “She appears embarrassed.” 
 
    “Well, it must be difficult to flirt with you when you’re sitting next to her brother and you’re twenty feet away.” He then glanced back at me. “And when you’re surrounded by much more… desirable maids.” 
 
    Nicolo shrugged and seemed very unconcerned. “Laurel has never been subtle.” 
 
    “Subtlety is a gift with which none of my sisters were blessed,” agreed Balduin with a hearty chuckle. “They would all like to seduce you, then kill me, then return to your bed. The easiest route to the throne.” 
 
    Nicolo shook his head. “Not as easy as they might think.” Then he faced me as I took a few steps forward and pretended to be searching for any errant plates or silverware. “I believe the table is clear now.” His tone was harsh, irritated. I nodded and ducked away hurriedly. 
 
    “Yes, Master. Apologies, Master.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Balduin said as he took another feasting look at me. 
 
    “You’re excused, girl,” Nicolo barked at me and Balduin’s face fell. 
 
    “Always botching my good fun, Nicolo.” 
 
    “We have more important topics to discuss than the color of the maid’s nipples,” he answered in that haughty, privileged way of his.  
 
    “Pity,” Balduin answered on a sigh. 
 
    I gave them both a curtsey and took it as a win as Nicolo watched me go.  
 
    Alongside the tallies, the walls of the maids’ dormitory also boasted a large number of crude drawings—stick figures engaged in questionable (borderline impossible) sexual behaviors, dirty jokes, and insults about each other. One would not have believed it, but when a group of young girls are assembled, they’re just as bad as boys.  
 
    Chief amongst this graffiti was a very simple graphic consisting of a pair of vertical parallel lines, one with the name ‘Balduin’ below it, the other ‘Nicolo’. Balduin’s line was just over the length of a man’s handspan (from thumb to pinkie at full stretch), while Nicolo’s was longer by a finger-length.  
 
    In my naivety, I had no idea what this graphic meant.  
 
    But I certainly planned to find out. 
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