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      Celestine knew she was in trouble.

      The morning sun was starting to heat up the rocks where she had fallen, and it would only get hotter as the day wore on. Reaching out with shaking fingers, she tried to touch her swollen ankle, just above the brown sandal. A bright burst of pain shot out from her foot, right up her leg; she jerked back, bumping against the rocks behind her. Her hand landed against the rough surface, and yet more stinging pain launched its way up her arms. The world started to spin, and her vision blurred.

      Panting, she lay still for what seemed like hours until the pain ebbed away and the landscape settled back into place. Celestine tried to pull herself to sitting, but her long skirts were tangled and twisted around her legs; she couldn’t drag herself up without moving her ankle, and she was afraid she might pass out if she did that again.

      She cursed. When she got home, she vowed she was going to change into pants. It was just that skirts were so much lighter and cooler in the summer months. It also fit nicely with her image as the Carnival’s fortune-teller.

      Celestine looked down at her hands and sighed. The thin cotton gloves covering them were ripped, and blood pulsed out over the material. Her palms stung from the rather large gash on her right hand, and the smaller grazes on the left. Much good they were going to do her now. She eased the gloves off, wincing as she caught the edge of the wound.

      She gently ran a finger over a graze, trying to find the little pieces of rock and dirt so she could pull them out. She had long elegant fingers, and often used her hands to create an aura of mystery during the readings she gave. Punters remembered her hands more than anything else, and now hers were all cut up. What kind of impression would scabby, grazed hands give?

      Celestine snorted to herself. Some fortune-teller she was. She should have looked into her own future and avoided this whole mess from the start. She sighed and laid her hands against her chest. If only it worked that way, she would have led a much simpler life.

      Not that it mattered, now anyway. She was going to die out here quite alone.

      Panic rose in her chest and Celestine flicked her gaze left and right, as if a solution would pop out from behind one of the trees grouped on the far side of the rocky ravine where she’d been climbing. She was in the middle of nowhere, up some godforsaken mountain with a broken ankle and no way to get home. She’d done a fair bit of climbing over large rocks to get to this point, and there was no way she could get back down again on her own.

      Even worse, she hadn’t told anyone where she was going.

      Even Artemis had disappeared on her. She glanced around, trying to make out her distinctive spotted fur hiding in the terrain. Usually her cat—more like a behemoth given her Savannah heritage—could be trusted to stay by her side when trouble hit. If she could have had her large comforting presence cuddled up next to her right now, she would have felt better. A rogue tear escaped down her cheek, and she angrily wiped it away.

      She wasn’t a quitter. This wasn’t going to get the better of her.

      She pulled out her mobile phone again. Zero reception. She shoved it back in the pocket of her leather jacket. At least she’d been wearing the thick leather; it had protected the top half of her body somewhat—except her hands.

      Celestine lifted her skirt and looked down at her leg. The ankle was definitely swollen, and the long graze down her leg was starting to really hurt. She’d slipped on shale, then tumbled down over a large boulder and into a dried-up creek bed. Lifting one hand to the side of her head, she touched the large lump that was forming, and felt something sticky on her fingertips. She pulled her hand away; congealing blood dripped down from her fingers. For a moment, she felt woozy, and the world swayed around her.

      Celestine blinked, trying to get her focus back. Her body felt heavy, and she wanted to just lay her head down and close her eyes. But despite the sick feeling in her stomach, and the way the world was ever so slightly blurry, she knew she had to stay awake.

      Just at the edge of the rocks, there were flowers growing in a patch of grass under the trees. It would be lovely to lie in the shade rather than here on the rocks. Several stones were poking into her butt and it was as hard as… well, rock.

      Perhaps she could crawl. Rolling over onto her stomach, she tried to come up on all fours. Pain tore up her leg, and she cried out. Waves of agony crashed over her, and she fell back to earth.
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      Sam gasped for breath, his lungs burning.

      Sweat dripped down his face and his legs felt like jelly, but he pushed himself harder, making his exhausted body run through the pain. In the distance, the early morning sun was breaking over the hills. He narrowed his focus to the rocky landscape directly in front of him, ignoring the dappled light, and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

      The hills behind the camp were the perfect running track. The physical activity didn’t stop the thoughts in the middle of the night; it didn’t stop him remembering what he’d done, or how many people he’d hurt. It didn’t stop the blood that flowed past his eyelids when he tried to sleep. But if he ran fast enough, his nightmares faded into the sunlight, and he could at least function during the day.

      Sam paused at a lookout point, his hands on his hips and his breath rasping in and out. He leaned forward for a moment, his head hanging down and his hair dangling past his eyes. He’d stopped cutting his hair and shaving a few weeks back, and now his bangs were as long as his shaggy beard. It suited his mood and hid his thoughts from the rest of the Carnival.

      Far below, the striped cones of the big top rose out of the grassy field, and tiny ant-sized Carnival folk ran between the newly erected structures. He could hear the shouts from the crew bosses as they harangued and organized the workers. Travel trailers in all shapes and sizes were clustered together on the far side, and the crews were finishing the thrill rides alongside the main strip. The Ferris wheel spun slowly, glinting in the sun.

      It was the first stop of the new season, and Sam didn’t know what to think yet. When Jack, in his role as joint Ringmaster, had approached him, he’d agreed to tour with the Jolly Knight Carnival as their doctor—it wasn’t like he had anything better to do or anywhere else to be. He owed a debt of gratitude to the Carnival folk who’d rescued him from the circus show where he’d been trapped, and he was happy to help out.

      Right away Jack had assigned Sam a small trailer that could double as a clinic, almost like he was afraid Sam would change his mind. The tall, engaging Ringmaster had grinned and said it was practically the royal treatment, getting a trailer of his own.

      Sam pushed his hair back off his forehead with one hand, shaking off the sweat. He didn’t quite know what to make of Jack’s laughing comment. His new home was a tiny, rickety space that had shuddered the entire drive down from the Compound.

      The Jolly Knight Carnival was very different from anything he’d experienced before. Veronica Snow had ruled the LA show called The Experiment with an iron fist—no velvet glove—and had insisted on complete and utter obedience. Always dressed in perfect designer suits and understated gold jewelry, she’d looked harmless, or at least innocuous, at first glance. It was only after you’d irrevocably joined that you learned her true nature.

      Meanwhile the Jolly Knight Carnival had two Ringmasters—the stunning and charismatic Rilla and her new husband, Jack—but they also had a ruling council, the Nine, and they often voted on important decisions. There was an openness to everyone’s faces, and a tendency to speak their minds that Sam was still getting used to. Sometimes he just had to escape and be by himself, away from their honesty and frankness. It was too much after the years of solitary anguish he’d experienced at Veronica’s hands.

      He held his left arm across his chest and put his right one up over his forearm, stretching out the aching muscle. Yesterday, Sam had helped the Thrillmaster Viktor and the rest of the crew with the initial set up. He considered himself fit from his running, but he’d used muscles he never had before, and the weathered Thrill leader had run rings around him.

      Veronica had employed a more hierarchical structure that meant the doctor—even a pet one who had to do whatever she said—didn’t do any of the manual labour.

      He glanced down at the blisters gathering on his hands. Despite the pain, he preferred the Jolly Knight Carnival’s methods. He hadn’t come from a circus background, he’d just joined The Experiment thinking it would be an adventure—and had spent the long years after he was trapped by Veronica’s magic wishing he’d never made that decision. Dark memories tried to sneak back into his consciousness, and he clenched his fists, pushing his fingernails into his palms until the pain drove the images away.

      As he gazed down at the brightly colored Carnival below, Sam admitted to himself the real reason he’d agreed to stay. If Veronica were going to emerge from whatever rock she was hiding under, it would be to exact revenge on the Jolly Knight Carnival for the death of her brother, Marco. They’d accidentally killed Veronica’s beloved sibling in the process of escaping The Experiment, and despite the fact that he’d been begging to be set free from her magic to die a natural death, she wouldn’t take his death lightly. He knew she was even now plotting some form of vengeance on those she held responsible.

      And when she showed her face, he would be waiting.

      An elephant trumpeted in the distance, and he glanced at his watch. It was time to head back down if he was going to make his meeting with Jack and Indigo. He’d promised to help with Jack’s absorbing powers. He’d seen similar cases at The Experiment where someone new to a talent had struggled to restrain it. At least his time in that hellhole was going to benefit someone.

      At first, he took his time over the loose shale, but the sweat was beginning to dry on his body and sending chills along his spine. He sped up, bending his knees and using the hardened muscles in his legs to keep his balance. He was about half way through the shale when he slipped, his heart pounding in his chest as he slid down the decline, his arms out wide, trying to keep to his feet.

      He hit a rock and lost his balance, sprawling toward the ground. His hand reached out to break his fall, and scraped over a rock poking out between the foliage. Blood appeared instantly on his palm, and he swore.

      That was what he got for not concentrating on what he was doing.

      As he clambered to his feet, movement to his left made him glance up. A wild cat, some form of bobcat, or maybe a spotted panther—if such things existed—jumped down onto the path in front of him. It hissed, and he froze. Without taking his eyes off the wild animal, he moved slowly away from it, trying to escape from what it obviously considered its territory.

      The cat moved forward again, graceful yet deadly on all four paws. It hissed again, showing rows of sharp teeth, and Sam automatically put up his hands in a calming gesture. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I don’t want to be in your territory. I’ll just get out of your way,” he said, trying for the soothing tone of voice he used on his most hysterical patients.

      The wild cat halted and watched him intently as he edged away. He was going much farther to the right than he’d been planning for his trip down the hill, and he was going to have to do some rock climbing. But he’d do a bit of climbing any day to avoid a run-in with a wild mountain cat.

      As he backed away, the cat remained motionless, tensed as if to strike, watching him with its strange, intelligent green eyes.

      Once he’d determined the cat wasn’t going to follow him, he let out a breath of relief. Moving carefully forward, he soon came to a ledge. He looked over the small cliff he was about to climb down—it wasn’t far, maybe a five or six yards deep—and had a moment of doubt. Maybe he should go back the way he’d come? He glanced back to where the mountain cat had been, only to discover the creature had followed him, and was now standing only three yards away, the snarl back in place.

      Grabbing a scraggly tree next to the ledge, Sam lowered himself over the edge. As a teenager, he’d almost lived at the local rock-climbing center, but he’d done nothing while studying or even since. His fingers clutched at the narrow outcroppings, and his feet struggled to find purchase in his running shoes. Going down was much harder than going up—when he was about a foot down the cliff, he realized he always used to abseil down the cliffs.

      His entire body was shaking, but he kept going, slowly climbing down. What was the worst that would happen to him if he fell? He’d die. A part of him called out softly that perhaps it would be best if he did just let go.

      All the pain and hurt would stop. The nightmares, the blood. It would all be gone.

      Even if he didn’t die straight away, no one would know to look for him up here. He’d die alone or perhaps with the company of a hungry bobcat. It was nothing more than he deserved.

      His fingers tightened on the rocks. Today was not the day he was going to die. He had a mission, a self-appointed task to complete before he could think such thoughts.

      He was going to find and kill Veronica Snow if it was the last thing he ever did. In fact he was pretty sure it was going to be the last thing he would ever do.

      But that was okay.

      It just meant he was going to fight a little harder to survive today.
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      She must have passed out for a moment or two because suddenly Artemis was there, licking her face.

      Reaching up, Celestine gathered her cat to her, the creature’s large body offering comfort where before she’d had none. Artemis gave a warning meow, and pulled herself away from Celestine, melting back into the shadows of the trees nearby.

      “Come back, Artemis,” called Celestine. Tears pushed their way up her throat again, and she struggled to hold them back. She didn’t know why it was so important that she didn’t cry. It wasn’t as if anyone else was around. But she hadn’t cried when she’d run away from her home and family; she hadn’t cried through all the lonely months when she’d struggled to make her way, or even after she’d arrived at the Jolly Knight Carnival and discovered she would have to hide herself away to survive.

      She’d be damned if she would cry now.

      This was nothing. A mere blip on the screen. She would figure a way out of this. As soon as her head stopped hurting, and she could think clearly again.

      “Artemis,” she called again.

      A figure loomed overhead, on top of the very boulder she’d tumbled over. He was silhouetted against the rising sun, so all she could see was a large black outline.

      He looked like Death come to gather her up.

      But where was his scythe?

      “Are you okay?” asked Death.

      Celestine shook her head.

      “Stay where you are, I’ll be right there.”

      Celestine looked down at her ankle, and the wounds on her hands and leg. It seemed Death didn’t know everything, if he thought she could go anywhere.

      The landscape blurred even further, and she wondered if this was what death was really like. A gradual blurring of the focus until there was nothing more than whiteness—or perhaps blackness?—everywhere. The good thing was that the pain in her ankle and hands was losing its force. Everything seemed to be moving away, and for some reason she didn’t mind. What did it matter anyway? She was alone in the world.

      And then Death was there with her. At first she flinched away, her instinctual reaction when someone attempted to touch or hold her.

      But then, this was Death, wasn’t it? What did it matter if Death touched her?

      And so she let his soothing voice calm her. Instead of immediately gathering her up against his chest—as she’d halfway expected—Death crouched down by her ankle.

      “Is it just your ankle that’s hurt?” he asked.

      Celestine frowned. Surely he must know? He was Death. She shook her head. Held up her bleeding hands. Pulled up her skirt to show the gash on her leg, just under her knee. The grazes over her legs. Tears started to fall as she bowed her head and showed the bloodied lump that had formed in her hair.

      Death frowned, and Celestine noticed he was rather attractive, in a shaggy, unshaven kind of way. Not the skull head she’d seen in pictures at all.

      “You’re bleeding from that head wound. You probably feel a little light headed.”

      Again she nodded. Talking seemed pointless when you were dealing with Death.

      “I’m going to check out your ankle first. I’ll try not to hurt you.”

      Then he touched her leg.

      Celestine screamed, and immediately everything around them went still. The world froze, like they were hanging, waiting for the next moment in time to load. Then lights sparkled across her vision, a rainbow of colors that shone as if the gods had created them. It was so beautiful, and every time Celestine saw them, she wanted to stay just here, in this place, forever.

      But she never did.

      She was always jerked into the next place.

      She felt her body shuddering, and for a moment, pain from her ankle warred with the on-coming vision, and she thought it might not happen. Her heart leaped. This was it. The one time when the visions didn’t rule her over everything else.

      But then she was dragged under, and her hope died.

      There was so much thick, oozing blood; it was spreading like a virus, covering the ground. There was someone talking, muttering, laughing in the background. A woman. An older woman, wearing a stained and dirty suit, holding a sleek handgun.

      Celestine’s heart started racing.

      There was a body lying face down on the ground, at the center of that stain. Celestine knew he was dead, but she didn’t know who he was, even though his face was directed toward her. The body was lying in a large warehouse space.

      A train running past blocked out all sound for a moment, and time stilled. The overhead bulb shuddered with the reflected vibration.

      The bulb swayed toward the corners, and Celestine saw that there were others in the room; she recognized the Ringmasters Rilla and Jack. She knew their faces because she went out of her way to avoid them in the Carnival. There was also another younger woman, and the little girl who’d joined the Carnival in the last week or so. She had an idea they were sisters. In the few times they’d met, the little girl had watched Celestine with a knowledge beyond her years.

      She’d made a point of staying away from her as well.

      All four of them were huddled down together at the edge of the room. Rilla had her arms around the other two younger women. They were all dusty and dirty, indicating they’d been in the large space for a while. Celestine looked around the room, trying to understand where they were. Boxes were piled high around her.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” the woman said. A gunshot rang out in the darkened room, and Celestine jerked.

      Across the room, Rilla fell to the ground, a red stain spreading across her shirt.

      “No!” yelled Jack.

      Another shot sounded, and Jack grunted in pain as he fell forward. He didn’t move.

      The remaining woman screamed.

      “This is what happens when you disobey me, Tilly. When you try to take what is mine away from me,” the woman whispered, her voice hard.

      Tears welled in the other woman’s eyes—she must be Tilly. She held tight to the little girl, who didn’t seem as upset. She was staring hard at the older woman holding the gun, her face a mask of determination.

      “They didn’t deserve to die, Veronica,” said Tilly. “None of them did, not even Sam. They didn’t kill Marco. I did.”

      “You all killed him. Every last one of you,” said the woman—Veronica—her voice rising to a fevered pitch. The whites of her eyes were almost glowing in the dark room. “I will not rest until every single person in the Carnival pays for what they have done. And you and your sister are going to watch every one of them die.”

      The gun-toting kidnapper walked forward. “And then, when I kill you both, you will understand how I feel, the pain I must live with every day,” she said. “Everything I ever did in my life was for my brother, and you took him from me.”

      Tilly cowered back, glancing from the crazed woman in front of her, to the little girl in her arms.

      As the vision faded away, Celestine looked down at the dead man lying in a pool of his own blood. His bearded face was visible, as was the green hooded sweatshirt he wore. She didn’t recognize him, but she could see his face.

      She would know him if she saw him again.
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      Sam didn’t know what had happened.

      One minute he’d been checking her ankle, which was swollen and probably sprained, if not broken, and the next, she’d fallen back onto the ground, shuddering and shaking like she was having a seizure. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and she looked like she was in pain. He hoped she hadn’t knocked her head again.

      He scrambled up to her head, and pulled her eyelid open. Her eyes were fully dilated, only a tiny strip of the most unusual violet-colored iris visible. He vaguely wondered if that discoloration was part of her seizure. Did epileptic fits induce a change in eye color?

      Then, just as suddenly as she started, she stopped. Her breathing returned to normal, and her body relaxed into the hard rocky ground. He hovered over her for a moment, waiting to see what happened next.

      She opened her eyes. They seemed to glow for a moment in the early morning light, and he blinked.

      They were mostly dark blue, but the outer rim of her iris was distinctly violet. He hadn’t imagined the color.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      The woman gazed up at him. “It was you,” she whispered. Her gaze went to his chest and then back up to his face. “You’re wearing the same green sweatshirt.”

      “Pardon me?” She was definitely concussed.

      “You’re not Death. But you’re going to die.”

      Sam moved back slightly. She was hallucinating. “You’re not thinking straight. We need to get you down this mountain.” Maybe something was going on inside her brain. That knock to the head had seemed okay—head wounds always bled a lot—but you could never tell. He needed to get her to a hospital.

      She shook her head. “You’re going to die. Alongside Rilla and Jack. I saw it.”

      Sam stilled. Who was this woman? “What do you know about Rilla and Jack?”

      “They’re the leaders of the Carnival. I’m part of the sideshow.” She gazed up at him with a confused expression on her face. “Are you part of the Carnival? I don’t know you.”

      “I joined recently. I’m a doctor.”

      In some kind of adrenaline rush, the woman pushed herself up off the ground, and grabbed Sam by the arm. “You’re treading a dangerous path. If you don’t change it, you’re going to die. And so are Jack and Rilla. I saw it. She had you, some woman named Veronica.” The words rushed out of her, and then she sighed as if it had taken everything she had to say it. Her eyes closed and she collapsed back into a faint.

      Sam only just managed to catch her before her head crashed against the rocks for a third time.

      He placed her gently back down and stared at her face.

      She was pale, probably from the head wound. Her hair was long, a curly reddish brown, although patches of a lighter golden red shone through when the light caught it. She was wearing a long skirt, with a black leather jacket and a tight black T-shirt underneath. Her eyes were ringed with a dark kohl, and her nails were polished a blood red.

      He didn’t understand why, but he felt a strong urge to protect her. To make sure she was safe and secure.

      He shook his head. He was a doctor, of course he wanted to heal her. That was what he did. He clenched his hands as a wave of misery crashed over him. At least it was supposed to be what he did.

      He crouched down again, and put one hand under her shoulders and the other under her knees. The skirt bunched up around her legs, and he almost tripped on a long section that dangled down, until he hooked it over her legs.

      His muscles were already crying out in pain after the run he’d put himself through and the climb down the cliff because of his encounter with the bobcat. He glanced around again. He didn’t want to meet it here, especially now he had this woman to look after.

      But he was soon distracted by her weight in his arms. She was tall, her long limbs probably almost a match for his own five foot eleven in height. She was perfectly proportioned—as far as he could tell—but she was heavy.

      No petite, delicate flower this one.

      Trying not to think about his screaming muscles, Sam concentrated on where he put his next foot as he slowly returned down the mountain. The rocky terrain wasn’t that easy around this area. He skirted outcrops when he could and had to circumnavigate several large rocks that he would have just jumped down if he’d been on his own. It was taking him much longer than it had to get up. He was going to be very late for his meeting with Jack and Indigo.

      She came to a while later, her wide eyes staring up at him. “Death,” she said. And then fainted again.

      He didn’t think she was going to die from any of her wounds, but the idea made him move a little faster. He slid a few times, but his shoes kept him steady, and the tents of the Carnival were steadily getting closer.

      When he was almost to the last section of the mountain, movement in the trees twenty yards or so away caught his eye. A black and yellow cat paced silently alongside them. Sam’s heart raced. It was the damn wild cat. It was keeping its distance for now, but who knew when it would decide he was a threat?

      All he could do was look forward and keep going. He was gasping for breath, his legs were like jello, and he felt like he was about to collapse. Everything started to look hazy around him, and when he saw two people heading up the main path, he thought at first it was a halucination.

      He blinked a few times and his bleary eyes eventually recognized Jack’s tall frame. He stopped, his relief so strong he relaxed his arms; the woman’s limp body started sliding toward the ground. Adrenaline rushed through his veins and he grabbed at her again, clutching her spare frame tightly against his body.

      “She’s hurt,” he said, his throat feeling raw.

      “I’ll take her,” said Jack as he strode up to Sam, his expression grim. “You look like death warmed over.”
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      Celestine gasped, trying to inhale. It was as if someone had taken all the oxygen in the air and replaced it with something she couldn’t breathe. Her eyes felt like they were bugging out of her head, and she couldn’t see. The vision of Rilla and Jack being shot right in front of her kept repeating in her head. Her fear and terror were a reflection of what the people in the room had been feeling; she knew that. But it didn’t help when she was trying to come down off a vision.

      A hand touched her forehead, and the vision came into focus again. The blood, the fear, the echo of the gunshot.

      The death.

      She cried out, trying to make it stop. The hand was removed and the visions receded.

      She took another deep breath and managed to calm her thoughts. Looking up, she saw the man from the mountains crouched beside her, his expression concerned. The image of his dead, blood-spattered body lying on the ground superimposed itself in front of the reality. She put one hand up to her mouth, trying to stop herself from throwing up. It didn’t work. She leaned over and vomited over the side of the bed she was lying in, little chunks of her breakfast landing on his running shoes. Her body spasmed and shook.

      The man crouched in front of her, watching. He moved forward, then pulled himself back as if afraid to touch her again.

      “I’m fine. I just get like this sometimes,” she whispered once the worst of the shaking had stopped. She wiped vomit from her face.

      He nodded and handed her a tissue. “It wasn’t an epileptic fit.”

      She shook her head. “No. Another kind. Triggered by being touched.”

      “Touched?” His eyes widened in alarm.

      “Just on my bare skin.” People thought she was eccentric, a little strange, even for circus folk. She didn’t mind that label, as long as she didn’t have to touch them and have visions of their future.

      Movement in the back of the trailer alerted her that someone else was in the room. She felt strangely let down as if he’d lied to her or let someone else in on their secret.

      “What happened up there, Celestine?” asked a voice calmly. Jack, their Ringmaster.

      Celestine blinked, trying to gather her thoughts. “I went walking.” She hesitated. “I took a few risks, I guess. I slipped and fell.”

      “Did anyone know you went out walking?” The censure in his voice was clear.

      She shook her head and then winced. Her head felt like she’d been run over by a bus.

      “You have a mild concussion,” said the stranger.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Sam. I’m the new doctor.” He smiled, and a dimple peeked out on one side of his face. It made him seem a lot younger.

      “You’re lucky Sam came past,” said Jack.

      Celestine didn’t feel lucky. Sam had seen her having a vision, and she’d blurted it out to him. She never did that. Plus, he was a doctor. He might try to fix her. She shuddered at the idea of someone monitoring her actions. Perhaps forcing her to see the future so he could see what happened. She knew exactly what happened.

      “Thank you,” she said, even as she wished he hadn’t been there. She looked around. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in my trailer, the new Carnival Clinic.” Sam followed her gaze around the small room. “It still needs a bit of work.”

      The camper was run down; the paint was peeling and the material on the sofas was ripped and thin. “I’m sure you’ll get it running just fine,” she murmured.

      “Do you have someone who can keep an eye on you for a while?” asked Sam.

      Celestine blinked again. She knew people; she smiled at them and nodded as she set up her fortune telling tent. But would any of them miss her? Would they think to check on her? “No. Not really.”

      Jack shuffled slightly in the background, and Celestine winced. It was the last thing she wanted to admit in front of her boss. For some reason she thought he might try to fix that situation.

      “You’ll need to stay here for a while, so I can monitor the concussion. They can be tricky.”

      A familiar meowing outside the clinic interrupted her reply. Her hand relaxed out of its clenched position—she hadn’t even realized she was worried about Artemis. There was an open window at the side of the trailer, and a large spotted shape scrambled through the opening. Artemis landed heavily on the bed, and meowed at Celestine, taking a step toward her. Then she saw Sam and Jack and hissed.

      “Get back,” said Sam urgently. “It must have followed me back.” He grabbed a small wooden chair from beside the table.

      Celestine shook her head quickly, putting her hand out to protect her cat from Sam. “Don’t hurt her. It’s Artemis.”

      At the same time, Jack moved toward Sam, grabbing the leg of the upheld chair. “It’s her cat,” he said. “It’s fine, just a little wary of strangers.”

      “That’s not a cat.”

      Celestine glared at Sam. “She’s a Savannah, a breed that’s larger than other cats.”

      Sam put down the chair, but didn’t take his eyes off Artemis. “I saw it on the mountain when I was out running. It made me change direction. I thought I’d gotten into its territory.”

      Celestine smiled and reached one hand out; Artemis smooched against her. “She was helping me. She pushed you toward me.” Artemis took a couple of delicate steps in Celestine’s direction and then gently head butted her side, rubbing soft fur to clothes. The touch calmed her and Celestine let out a deep breath, leaning back into the pillow.

      “I can’t have a cat in the clinic,” said Sam. “It’s not hygienic.”

      Celestine frowned, tensing up again. First he wanted her to stay, and now he was saying she couldn’t? Pushing herself up onto her elbows, Celestine tried to sit up. Artemis hissed in Sam’s direction.

      “What are you doing?” said Sam, moving forward, his hands reaching out. “Just lie back.”

      Celestine instinctively lurched back out of his way and he hesitated, hovering over her.

      “I thought you wanted us out of here?” she said, confused.

      “I said the cat had to go.”

      “If the cat goes, I go.” She glared up at Sam, and Artemis smooched her face. She smoothed one hand down her soft fur and Artemis started to purr.

      Sam sighed. “Fine. The cat stays.”

      Jack shuffled in the background. “I’ve said to Indigo that we’ll have our meeting after lunch. Is that okay?”

      Sam nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on Celestine for a little bit longer, but I’ll get her back to her trailer by lunchtime.”

      “Then I’ll leave you in Sam’s care, Celestine.” He nodded to them both, then disappeared out the door.

      The trailer suddenly seemed less crowded, as if Jack had more than just his own self inside his body and he’d taken his crowd of followers with him when he’d left. Celestine let out her breath in a rush and lay back against the pillow.

      “Just rest easy here for a while. I have a few things that I have to work on in the meantime.”

      “When can I go back to my trailer?” she asked. “There’s a show later. I have to set up my tent.”

      “Your tent?”

      Celestine hesitated. People sometimes reacted strangely to her profession. “I’m a fortune-teller. Madame Fortune.”

      Sam didn’t even blink. “Perhaps you can skip it today? You’ve got a concussion from that knock to the head.”

      Celestine shook her head. “I feel fine. I want to do my share.” And she wanted to get out of his clinic and away from here. She didn’t trust the way she felt around Sam.

      “Maybe a couple more hours?” he said. “I can help you put up the tent, if you like.”

      Artemis purred and rubbed her head against Celestine’s cheek. She did feel a little woozy still. “Okay. I’ll just rest here for a while.”

      “Do you want the radio on?”

      Celestine shook her head.

      Sam stood up and moved away to do something on the other side of the clinic.

      She lay there for a while, absently stroking Artemis, wondering how she’d gotten herself into this mess. She felt rather than saw Sam, like a faint buzzing on the edge of her consciousness. It made her feel twitchy and unable to sleep or rest. She wanted to blame the way she was feeling on her concussion, perhaps on the aftereffects of the fall she’d taken. But she knew that it wasn’t the reason she was so on edge.

      It was that every time she looked at Sam, all she could see was his dead body lying on the floor of a warehouse somewhere. She knew that was what he had coming to him. Maybe not today, and perhaps not even in a week or two weeks. But soon, this lovely, vibrant doctor who had helped her down the side of the mountain was going to die.

      And she wasn’t going to do a thing about it.
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      “I have to go now,” said Sam. He was standing next to Madame Fortune’s draped velvet tent at one end of the sideshow section of the Carnival. There were people running back and forth around them, solving last minute problems before the Carnival opened its gates for the evening’s show. The sideshow acts were lined up, creating an alleyway, all brightly lit and boasting of the wonders either inside their tents or on show outside.

      Celestine’s tent was a luxurious dark red with a fabric sign held up by two poles proclaiming her fortune-telling prowess across the front. An enormous eye gazed back at him from the center. Golden tassels accented the corners and entrance, which was pulled back to reveal a darkened interior.

      Inside was the circular table he’d carried in from Celestine’s trailer, which she’d covered in a black velvet cloth and a red and gold patterned covering. She’d placed a crystal ball in the center and some tarot cards to one side. A gas lamp glowed in the dim interior from a long, narrow side table, picking up the golden highlights in the patterned pillows that adorned the chairs. Next to the lamp, there was a skull, half in shadow, a few green and blue bottles, and a jeweled box. Red and gold beads hung in curved chains down from the side of the tent, adding another layer to the atmosphere.

      A shiver ran down his spine. Was she really a fortune-teller?

      When he was younger, he would have scoffed and said it wasn’t possible. But he’d seen an awful lot since then. The Experiment had been filled with people who had abilities that shouldn’t have existed; Veronica herself had had the power to control the people and events around her with chilling precision. The Jolly Knight Carnival also had its own magic—more subtle than Veronica’s, perhaps, but just as powerful.

      What if Celestine was as real as the rest of them?

      She’d told him he was going to die. She’d known Veronica’s name, had mentioned Jack and Rilla as well.

      What if she was right?

      He’d hadn’t been worried about her words when they’d been up the mountain. She’d been out of her mind, raving because of the bump to her head. But now, as he stood looking at her fortune-telling tent, he began to wonder.

      “Thanks for your help,” said Celestine from behind him.

      Sam jumped. “Uh... No worries,” he said, as he turned.

      She was leaning on the crutches he had loaned her from his clinic supplies and had changed into another long flowing skirt and a floaty shirt. Her hair was pulled back under a deep red scarf that was tied at the back of her head, and her dark kohl reapplied to her eyes. She looked distant, unreachable. The world’s biggest cat, Artemis, curled in and around her legs. Celestine gazed up at him, a small smile on her lips.

      He cleared his throat. “Just try to stay off that leg for a while. I’m pretty sure it’s not broken, but sprains can hurt almost as much.”

      She nodded. “I will.”

      Her dark blue eyes seemed to know more than they should, as if they could see into the shadows around him. He caught a glimpse of the violet that ringed the edge of her eyes. Everything about her seemed strange, not quite real or normal.

      Nothing new there. He should be used to it—he’d been living outside normal for a long time now.

      But all of a sudden he felt the overwhelming urge to get away from those eyes. “I’ll be off then. Take care.” He spun around and stalked off, managing not to look back and see if she was watching.

      He barely even saw the rest of the sideshows as he strode past—he didn’t slow down until he was outside the big, silver Airstream that belonged to the Ringmasters. The trailer was an older model, but it was in excellent condition with a shine on it that looked like someone had been out just that morning working on it.

      He knocked, opening the door when he heard Jack’s voice calling from inside. One thing he was sure of was that he could help Jack control his absorbing talent—he’d seen similar cases in his years with The Experiment. If he focused on something else, on someone else’s problems, perhaps he’d regain his equilibrium.

      Indigo was already there, a hot coffee in front of her at the small booth table.

      “Hi,” she said, lifting her cup in salute. “Heard you had an exciting morning.”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah, sorry about that. I know you have to get back to the Compound.” He’d only met the Carnival’s archivist for the first time when she’d destroyed the block Veronica had placed inside him, but he already knew he liked her. She was efficient and intelligent, and had worked under enormous pressure to protect not only Missy and the other Carnival folk, but also himself, someone she’d never met before. Outwardly she maintained a sleek and elegant persona, always dressed in perfect matching pencil skirts and delicate shirts like the ones she was wearing this morning. But he knew on the inside, she was more like a giant, overprotective teddy bear.

      Indigo shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not heading home till tomorrow.”

      Jack was at the bench, pouring another couple of coffees. “Milk? Sugar?” he said.

      Sam shook his head. “Neither. Just black coffee, please.”

      “Hard core coffee drinker, eh?”

      “It’s just what I got used to at The Experiment.” His hands curled into a fist. He usually tried to avoid thinking about The Experiment at all, but it felt like he’d thought of nothing else today.

      “So how’s Celestine?” asked Jack, as he brought the cups over to the booth and sat down.

      “She’s borrowing some crutches and insisted on doing today’s show.” He took a sip of his coffee, and his hand shook slightly. “I helped her put her tent up.”

      “Ah yes, Madame Fortune.” Jack’s voice was amused.

      Sam hesitated, but he had to ask the question burning in his mind. “Is she any good at what she does? Fortune-telling?” He rubbed his palms together nervously.

      Jack grinned. “World’s worst fortune-teller, apparently. Given the magic we have around us, it’s kind of ironic. It drives Rilla nuts, but Celestine is so lovely, we can’t throw her out. No one can figure out what Abba was thinking when he took her in and let her start her act.”

      Sam let out the breath he’d been holding. At least he didn’t have to worry about her premonitions of his death. “What’s her story?” Why would the previous Ringmaster not have told anyone more about her?

      Jack nodded toward Indigo. “Indie probably knows more than me.”

      Indigo took a sip of her coffee. “She’s been with us for maybe three years, I think.” She shrugged. “Arrived one morning, looking like she hadn’t eaten in a month, terrified out of her wits, and begging for a place. That enormous cat was at her side, even then.”

      “Why was she so scared?”

      “No one knows. Abba never said and neither did she. He took her in, and despite the fact she can’t tell the difference between the future and a potato, the punters love her. She knows how to put on a good show, and keep them entertained.” Indigo pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose.

      “And since then? No one has figured out why she was so scared?” Sam felt unease creeping along his body, making the hairs stand on end.

      Indigo shook her head. “She keeps to herself. Wears long sleeves and gloves even in summer, and won’t let people touch her.” She shrugged. “Not the weirdest person here by a long shot.”

      Sam absorbed what Indigo had said. What had she been running from? What was her secret? He wanted to get to know Celestine better, to help her. But then he remembered those eyes that seemed to see right into his soul. Did he really want someone else to know how dark it was?

      Better to put her out of his mind. He turned to Jack. “So how are the exercises going?” He’d given the Ringmaster some training techniques to help him draw his power forth in small increments. Sam had never seen an ability quite like Jack’s. He could absorb the magic all around him and use it for himself. It had been misnamed blocking for a long time before Rilla had realized he wasn’t just blocking their power, he was actually drawing it into himself to be used or dispersed again.

      Jack cleared his throat. “I feel a little stronger. I can control the absorbing better. But I definitely think we need to keep working on it.”

      Sam nodded. “I have more that you can try as you go along. It’s a process, a step-by-step program that you need to go through to get stronger. You can’t skip any of it.”

      Jack leaned back and sighed, his hands linked around his coffee cup on the table. “I can get back to the same energy pool that helped me fight Hugo,”—he glanced at Sam—“the man who used curse magic to attack us last season. That’s a massive step. But it’s taking all my energy to hold it in, to break the next step in my absorbing power, so I don’t steal everyone’s magic. I’m exhausted and it’s only the first week of the season.” Jack’s fingers tightened on the cup.
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