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      “I’m sorry. I have no choice. The bank is going to foreclose on the Carnival’s property and assets.” The bank manager sat behind his massive oak desk, hands clasped together in front, his expression impassive.

      Even though Garth had been expecting the words, his stomach still churned and his heart pounded uncomfortably.

      There was something about hearing his old friend Baxter Gordon actually say the word ‘foreclose’ that made it so much more real.

      Beside him, Rilla’s face was like a mask, but emotion rolled off her in waves through the Carnival bond, like some strange multi-colored storm crackling around them.

      It was difficult to experience, especially with Abba’s death still so fresh. His hands clenched tight on the arms of the chair, and he forced himself to take a couple of deep breaths.

      “My hands are tied.” Baxter continued when the silence stretched. “Your father took out another loan before the season started, and the full payment of that loan is now well overdue.” He spread his arms wide, indicating his inability to help.

      Garth shifted in his seat. Baxter knew as well as they did that the Jolly Knight Carnival had no spare cash to even pay part of the loan payment, late or not.

      “How…Why?” Rilla’s voice cracked in the middle. She was holding Jack’s hand so tightly her skin had turned white.

      “I didn’t want to do it,” said Baxter, shifting his gaze downward for a moment. “The risk was too great, especially given that the only arrangement the finance people would agree to was to pay the full amount back before the end of the season.”

      “The whole amount?” whispered Rilla.

      Baxter nodded. “Your father insisted. He could be very persuasive when he wanted to be.” He looked embarrassed by the admission.

      Rilla and Jack had only been joint Ringmasters for a fortnight, and now here they were at the Madison Savings and Loan Bank for an urgent meeting, being told the worst possible news.

      About to lose everything.

      Garth took a deep breath, his brain furiously attempting to solve the problem. It was hard to believe that Abba had done this in secret, without telling Rilla. How had he hidden the money from her? She was the one who did the accounts.

      It made no sense.

      Garth switched his attention back to Baxter. His friend was young to be a bank manager, and his blond hair and bright-blue eyes often made people mistake him for someone who was lighthearted and easygoing.

      It was a false impression.

      Baxter’s family had been bankers for the last century, and he had learned from his father and his grandfather before him how to be tough with recalcitrant customers.

      It didn’t matter that the Jolly Carnival had been a customer for the last one hundred years; they still had to pay their bills like everyone else.

      But Garth had gone to school with Bax; they’d been buddies until their paths had diverged in their late teens.

      It was an edge, albeit a small one, and Abba had often dragged Garth in with him to see Baxter when he needed a bit of extra lubrication, another angle to get his way.

      But he hadn’t taken Garth with him for this last meeting.

      No, this loan was something Abba had done all on his own.

      Of course, Abba would have been expecting to turn things around for the Carnival. He’d always been glass-half-full, never believing he wouldn’t be able to make it work somehow. His personality had been larger than life, his belief in the Carnival more than enough to cover for everyone else who was less sure.

      That was just another reason it was so hard to believe he was dead.

      “We can’t afford a huge repayment like that! What was Dad thinking?” Rilla’s voice was husky with suppressed emotion.

      “He was expecting a large payment at the end of the season. He seemed very certain.” Baxter linked his fingers in a steeple shape and leaned his elbows on the arms of his padded leather chair. His big blue eyes made him look like a puppy dog, but he certainly wasn’t soft on the inside. He had a heart of steel when it came to business.

      “I’m sorry, Rilla, but foreclosure is the only option for the bank.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Garth took a breath. “Can we break up the payment? Say a third now, a third in a couple of months, and the last payment at the end of winter?”

      Baxter glanced over at Garth and narrowed his eyes. “We’d prefer full payment now.”

      But Garth’s senses caught the edge of a wistful emotion around Baxter. Not much, but enough to work with. His old friend would help them if he could. Garth kept his unblinking eyes focused on Baxter. “Bax, we can’t make that payment. We need you to tell us what other options we have.”

      Baxter gestured out the window toward the tree-covered mountains in the distance. “You could sell your property out there in the forest, before we force you to do it. You must have had offers.”

      Rilla glanced over at Garth, her eyes flashing. He shook his head. They didn’t need to give in so easily. “We have other assets we could sell to make an initial payment.” He paused, looking hard at Baxter. “You’ve known me a long time, Baxter. You’ve known the Carnival a long time. You owe us the chance to pay this back.”

      “This is business, Garth, not friendship. I don’t owe you anything. I have to answer to my bosses, and they’re not happy with where things are at with regards to this loan.”

      Garth leaned forward in his chair, never taking his eyes from his old friend. “It’s better for the bank to get the money back, right? With interest. So we’ll get the money for you. Just give us a chance. Three payments. All over by the end of the winter.”

      Baxter paused, looking slowly between Rilla, Jack, and Garth. “If you miss any of your payments, by even so much as a day, we will foreclose.” His gaze stopped on Garth. “Don’t doubt I will do it, Garth. My job is on the line here, and I won’t risk it further.”

      Garth smiled grimly at his old school friend. “We won’t miss a payment.” He stood and held out his hand to shake Baxter’s. “I appreciate it. We all do.” He pushed feel-good emotions through their clasped hands.

      Baxter responded with a half-smile and a lightening of his expression. “No problem. Let me know if I can help.”

      “Thank you Baxter,” said Rilla. Her expression was determined as she shook Baxter’s hand.

      If nothing else, it lightened Garth’s heart to see her confidence return. She’d almost lost everything in the battle for the title of Ringmaster not so long ago.

      Garth led the way out of the office and back to their battered Jeep. Rilla and Jack followed in silence. No one said a word as Jack backed out of the parking space and turned the four-wheel drive toward the Compound.

      From his position in the back seat, Garth hesitated over where to start the required conversation.

      Somehow in the half hour it would take them to get back home, he had to get them ready to face the rest of the Nine.

      “We’ll figure out a way to make the payment,” said Rilla in a hoarse voice. “I don’t know how, but we will.”

      Garth’s gut clenched at the anxiety in her voice. She’d survived the death of her father, attempts at sabotage from her father’s oldest friend, and almost being killed in a high-wire incident. Was this going to be the final straw?

      But he needn’t have worried.

      “We’re going to be fine,” said Jack before Garth could open his mouth. “That smaller first payment is manageable. We maybe sell a couple of Viktor’s inventions, get Missy to do an event or two in LA. And I know Tami always has her ear to the ground for catering opportunities. We’ll be fine. Then we’ll all sit down and work out how to make the next two payments.”

      Garth’s mouth quirked at the corner. That was what was so great about Jack. He had such a clear vision of things, and he saw it all through a completely different lens than the rest of them. Insurmountable problems seemed a little more manageable with him around. “He’s right, Rilla. We can come up with something to make money from our skills. It’s what we do.”

      Jack nodded, glancing over at Rilla and then back to the road. “The Carnival isn’t going to be beaten by a bank, Rilla. We’ve got the help of generations of family on our side.” The confidence in Jack’s voice was contagious.

      “So how are we going to break it to the rest of the Nine?” Rilla turned to look at Garth in the back. “I mean, we have to tell them, right?”

      Garth frowned, glancing between Rilla and Jack. “We’re a family, Rilla. And we’re the kind of family that pulls together when times get tough. If everyone knows how close we are to losing everything, they’ll work even harder to make sure we find a way out.”

      Rilla nodded. “You’re right. I’m just trying to protect them.”

      “Your job isn’t to protect us. It’s to lead us.”
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      “What are we going to do?” Tami asked, her eyes flicking from Rilla to Jack where they stood at the front of the room. “How are we going to find the money?”

      Rilla smiled, confidence glowing from her very pores. “We have a plan,” she said.

      Garth fought back a grin. No one could lead a show like Rilla, and running the Nine was just another form of showmanship.

      He was glad for her sake she’d finally learned that lesson.

      Garth had seated himself at the back of the room, so that Rilla and Jack could lead without his interference. They were still consolidating their position, and he didn’t want to confuse things.

      He’d only gone to the bank because he’d known Baxter would listen to him, whereas he might have ignored Rilla and Jack.

      “The first payment is due next week, and we have some short-term ideas for that. We’ll talk to those individuals who will be affected, but essentially, we’ll be raising the funds in a few different ways.” She took a deep breath. “But the big idea, that’s something different. We’ll need everyone’s help on that one.”

      Viktor looked up from where he’d been staring into his warm coffee mug. “We’re not going to help you sell the Compound, lass. It just ain’t gonna happen.” His voice was rough with emotion.

      Rilla shook her head. “We’re not selling any of the land. We’re not there yet.”

      Jack stepped toward Viktor. “But we will need a patent from you, Viktor, for the first payment. Something you’re not worried about selling on.”

      Viktor raised his eyebrows. “You selling my ideas?”

      “Just one, maybe two. For the good of the Carnival.”

      “What makes you think you can get a decent amount for it?” Viktor’s voice suggested he didn’t think they would fetch ten dollars, let alone the tens of thousands they would need.

      Jack shook his head. “Are you kidding? You’re a freaking genius, Viktor. I could get a bundle for any one of your ideas. But all we need at the moment is one small invention that I can put on the open market.”

      Viktor nodded slowly. “I’ll have a think. Figure out which one is best.” The Thrillmaster’s whole family liked to invent things and tinker with machines. They were always making changes to the rides, earning them a reputation for being the best thrill ride carnival on the circuit.

      Garth watched Viktor carefully. It was a new thing, having someone like Jack around.

      Jack had lived all his life outside the Carnival, and he thought differently to the rest of them. He saw value in things they saw as ordinary.

      “So what’s this idea you have, then?” The challenging voice belonged to Missy. Small and lithe with dark eyes and black hair, she was like a mini version of her father, Christoph.

      A burst of pain erupted in Garth’s chest. It was hard not to be reminded of Christoph’s betrayal every time he saw Missy. The unexpectedness of Christoph’s actions had left them all feeling shocked and vulnerable. They were still reeling from the repercussions.

      But no one had felt more devastated than Missy.

      She’d opted to stay with the Carnival when her parents were thrown out. Despite making the choice herself, her whole life had been turned upside down. Her parents were gone, and they would never see them again.

      Garth wondered how she was doing.

      Missy was hard to read, with eyes that hid her secrets and long hair that covered her expression when she wanted it to. On the surface, nothing seemed to be amiss.

      She could hold her own in almost any environment and never lost her cool. She was young, not yet twenty-five, but no one had questioned that she would take over for her father as Showmaster on the Nine.

      But could she really be as calm and collected as she appeared? He couldn’t tell. The uncertain emotions of everyone in the room was confusing his ability to read individuals.

      Garth narrowed his eyes assessingly in Missy’s direction. Her act in the show was what was most important to her, and she was one hundred percent committed to it.

      The unvarnished truth was that the Carnival possessed more of her soul than her family.

      If it had been any other way, surely she would have gone with her parents?

      Deep in his heart, Garth knew what that felt like. His heart and soul belonged with the Carnival. When he’d realized what happened to Jack’s father, Blago—that he’d been forcibly thrown out—it had made him feel physically ill, sweaty palms, cold chills, nausea, the lot.

      It had been a generation before his time, and the old hands never talked about that kind of thing. But it was a shock to learn the Carnival would really eject one of them to protect itself.

      Garth’s heart beat a little faster, and his hands started shaking. The thought of trying to make some kind of life for himself outside the Carnival made his brain start to blur. The air around him became thick and he started to huff in his breath. He couldn’t even begin to think about living outside.

      He forced himself to calm down. This kind of reaction was part of his ability at the Carnival. He was connected to the emotions of other people so often that he had to work hard to keep his own dampened down and under control. He blinked a few times and looked up to the front of the room, focusing his attention back on Rilla and Jack. He wasn’t leaving the Carnival. It was fine. They would all find a way through this.

      “We needed an idea. Something so big, so brash that it can’t go wrong.” Rilla paused and looked around the room, her grin expectant. “We’ve decided to put on a Winter Spectacular.”
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      There were mumblings from around the room. Viktor and Alfie gave each other a look, and Missy groaned.

      Tami frowned at Jack and Rilla. “How is that possible? You just finished telling us we’ve got no money and we need to make it from selling off Viktor’s inventions. How are we going to fund an extra show?”

      Rilla glanced at Jack, then back at the room. “Jack and Frankie have been doing some tests. Frankie can leave the caravan as long as he has Jack with him as a kind of buffer.”

      “So?” Tami’s face remained scrunched up.

      “Frankie and Jack think they can get to Las Vegas, and between them, win some money. Money we can then use in the setup of a new show.”

      The heavy silence of the room showed exactly what they all thought of that idea.

      “Why don’t they just win enough for the payments?” Missy asked.

      “Frankie’s known in Vegas, so he can’t stay long in each casino,” said Rilla, speaking fast. “Jack’s going to have to play the cards where he can. Frankie thinks they’ll be able to put together enough for a show, but it will come in gradually, in drips and drabs, not in the kind of bulk we’d need for the payments. We need something more dramatic, a large lump sum we can take to the bank, preferably covering the last two repayments all at once. We can get that from one full house, if we manage it right. We could also maybe leverage it in other ways, like an online subscription or merchandise around the Winter Spectacular idea.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous? Frankie’s face is up everywhere in Vegas.” Alfie’s expression showed his concern for the young gambler.

      Rilla nodded. “If they get caught, it won’t be the police who get to them. It will be casino security. And we all know how they’ll treat someone they think has been cheating.”

      “They won’t be able to prove a thing,” said Tami indignantly.

      “They don’t need to. They’re a law unto themselves out there.” She glanced at Jack again. “So they’ll just have to be careful and not take too many risks.”

      Jack nodded. “Frankie knows his way around, and we’ll take it slowly.”

      “So we’re doing a winter show?” Missy’s voice interrupted impatiently. “We don’t get a break?”

      “Not just any show.” Rilla scanned the room, her eyes shining. “A show on the ice lake.”

      Garth grinned, loving the beat of anticipation that hung in the space.

      Then there was an audible intake of breath from several people. Garth glanced around, trying to watch as many of the faces as he could. Missy looked intrigued, Tami horrified. Viktor was shaking his head. Alfie frowned. He wouldn’t want the animals on the ice; that much was certain.

      “But…”

      Rilla held up her hand. “Before you think of too many objections, let me tell you more about it. Then we can discuss the issues. I’ll give you all time to think about it, and we can meet again tomorrow to discuss it further.”

      “My animals won’t go on that lake. It’s too thin.” Alfie crossed his arms.

      “If you really think that, then we’ll do a show without the animals. But I think it’s worth working with some of them to see what they will and won’t do, Alfie. At least give it a go?” Rilla’s voice was soft and persuasive. She would talk Alfie into it. It would just be a matter of time.

      Garth glanced around the room. In fact, he thought they would be able to talk everyone around.

      They had no choice. They were desperate.

      “What about our other problem?” said Viktor.

      Garth scowled at the Thrillmaster. Sticking his nose in where it didn’t belong.

      Rilla flicked a glance at Garth before turning to Viktor. “You mean the boy? Simon?”

      “I don’t know why you lot snuck him out of that hospital, and I sure as hellfire don’t know why we’re still harboring him. His father tried to destroy us.”

      Garth stood up. “Hugo left him. He nearly destroyed that poor boy as well, and then he left him,” he said, gesturing with his hand. “Now that broken boy has nowhere to go and no one to look after him. His family might have been thrown out all those years ago, but Simon’s just a kid, and we shouldn’t do the same to him, not without cause.”

      Viktor looked at Garth, his expression bland. “He doesn’t remember what his father did to him, right? And we ain’t told him?”

      Garth nodded reluctantly.

      “Then how do we know he’s not going to lead his father straight here?”

      “He won’t. He thinks his father is overseas, and Hugo can’t find us even if he wanted to because of the ban. If Simon leaves the Compound, I don’t think he’ll be able to see it again either. And just in case we’re completely wrong, we’re keeping a close eye on him to make sure Hugo doesn’t make contact.”

      “Have you considered that maybe he’s already secretly helping out his papa by being here? How do we know this isn’t some kind of elaborate trick?”

      “It’s not a trick, Viktor. Come and meet Simon. He’s a good kid. And the Carnival obviously thinks so too, or we wouldn’t have been able to bring him here. Simon believes Hugo had to leave unexpectedly, and he doesn’t remember anything from the last year. Hugo kept his vendetta to himself. At least until recently.”

      “And you believe this memory loss bullshit?” Viktor leaned forward, his muscled forearms on the table in front of him.

      “According to the doctor, his memory loss is a localized amnesia. Apparently it’s a common defense mechanism when a parent hurts a child.” Garth leaned forward, looking everyone in the eye, one after the other. “We couldn’t just leave him there, scared and alone.”

      Viktor harrumphed, then leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I’m just saying we need to make sure we’re not being played. We’re hanging on by a hair’s breadth at the moment. We need all the blessings we can get.”

      Garth nodded. “We’ve taken all the precautions we can think of. But he’s a good kid, who happens to have a very bad man for a father.”
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      Garth took a deep breath and forced himself to walk up the short path toward the large suburban house in Madison.

      He’d rather be back at the Compound, in yet another planning session with the Nine. They’d had several over the last few days, determining exactly how much money they needed by each of the three dates the bank had given them, who could earn it, what they were going to do to earn it.

      Garth found the meetings long and tedious, but it was still better than walking up the steps into this house. Something in his chest shriveled a little more every time he came here. It was like a glimpse into his future that he didn’t need. But he had no choice.

      He smiled at the matronly woman at reception. “Hi, Linda. How are you today?”

      Linda smiled up at him. “Garth! Lovely to see you. He’s doing well today. Just go on through.” She waved him toward to the communal lounge shared by the patients at Sunnyvale Rest Home.

      Garth walked along the corridor, trying to shake the feeling that it was crowding in on him, and emerged into the large lounge area. Big windows let in the light, and there were groups of older men and women sitting in various positions around the room. Some sat looking out the window, some watched the television on the wall, and others sat sipping tea and talking amongst themselves.

      Looking around the room for one particular face, Garth finally saw his father at a table, flicking through a deck of cards. He had an audience of two other men, both with lined faces and blank eyes that watched his father’s hands.

      Garth paused for a moment as his father worked the cards with a precision at odds with his presence in this room. A much younger woman sat next to the three men, scribbling on a notepad and frowning through her glasses. She had long, straight brown hair tied back off her face in a severe bun and a smattering of freckles across her nose.

      “Dad.” Garth walked up to his father and put a hand on his shoulder.

      His father looked up at him and frowned. “Do I know you, lad?”

      Garth felt the familiar sharp pain in his chest. His only family, and Garth was as good as dead to him. He smiled through the pain. “Dad, it’s me, Garth. Your son.”

      A clouded look came over his father’s face. He glanced up at Garth. “You’re my son?”

      “Yes, Dad. We just arrived back off the circuit. I came in to see you a couple days ago.”

      “I don’t… I don’t remember.” He glanced over at the woman taking notes. “Do you know him, Maddy?” he asked her.

      The woman looked up from her notes, a soft expression on her face. “No, Milton, I don’t know him. But I only just arrived yesterday.”

      “Oh.” Milton nodded and then went back to dealing the cards.

      He’d already lost track of the conversation.

      To Garth, it felt like a little piece of him died every time his father denied knowing him. He forced himself to smile at the woman who’d just witnessed yet another of his deaths at the hands of his father. “I’m Garth. Milton’s son,” he said grimly.

      She stood and held out a hand, her face serious. “Dr. Madelaine Annandale. I’ll be here for a couple of months, studying the patients at Sunnyvale.”

      Studying? Like they were insects? Garth felt his blood heat. He hated coming here, and his father didn’t remember him, but Milton was still his dad. “Don’t you need permission for that?” he said, matching the ice in his voice with a narrow stare.

      Dr. Annandale swallowed but otherwise showed no visible reaction. “I was waiting for your visit today to talk with you about signing a release form.” She glanced around at the patients. “Perhaps we could talk about this in private?”

      “No need,” said Garth. “I’m not signing anything. My father isn’t a lab rat. The last thing he would want is to be studied like he was an insect under a microscope.”

      The doctor stepped out from the table, smiling at the three men. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” she said. “Thank you for a lovely card game.” All three men smiled back at her as if they’d really been playing cards.

      She walked a little bit away from the table, and after a small hesitation, Garth followed. When she stopped and turned around, he was able to get a proper look at this upstart doctor. She was wearing plain black trousers, small heels, and a sensible cream shirt. A tiny silver locket glinted from around her neck, the only part of her that seemed to shine with life in this dark place. Garth felt his frown lower even farther.

      She was the complete opposite of all the women he knew in the Carnival. She’d be like a sparrow amongst peacocks if she ever showed her face at the Compound. Not that she’d ever get a chance.

      He folded his arms and waited in silence.

      The doctor looked at his face and swallowed again. But she kept going. “Look, Garth, just hear me out. Let me talk to you about it, explain what I’ll be doing. It’s not invasive. They won’t even know I’m there half the time.”

      I’ll bet, thought Garth. You’ll fade into the background. Flit from table to table like a little brown bird. “What’s the use of watching a bunch of old people sitting around? There’s nothing to see,” he said with an edge to his voice. He’d spent enough time here watching his father and making one-sided conversation to know.

      “I’ll be looking for symptoms, examples of typical behavior. With some of the patients, I’ll try to encourage certain tasks, things that will improve their memory, and then take notes on what happens over time.”

      “You’ll just upset them.”

      “I take great pains to ensure I don’t upset the patients. In fact, for many of them, I’m their only visitor.”

      “Just because you’re there doesn’t mean you’re a visitor. You’re watching them, assessing them like they’re lab rats.”

      She glanced around in concern at the people sitting behind them. “Please, can we talk about this in private?”

      The doctor did seem genuinely worried about them. Garth hesitated, then shrugged. “Fine, lead the way.”
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      Maddy swallowed again, trying to ease the sudden dryness in her throat.

      Milton’s son was turning out to be a handful. From what everyone had said, she hadn’t expected him to bat an eye about the research. They’d told her he didn’t visit for months and that Milton didn’t remember much beyond his name and a few old stories.

      But here he was, defending his dad like he was up for son of the year. It was going to require a bit of persuasion if she was going to get her new favorite subject into her research group.

      She’d never seen the disease exhibiting in quite this way before. Milton had early-onset Alzheimer’s, certainly, but in all other respects, he was as healthy as a horse. Generally, the disease presented other symptoms that just weren’t showing up in Milton’s case. She clenched her hand. She had to get Garth’s father onto her study. He might mean the difference between good and great in her research outcomes.

      Turning, she smiled at Garth, amping up the wattage. “I understand your concern. He’s your father, and you’re worried about me taking advantage of him, especially when his rational mind isn’t there anymore.” She saw a flicker of emotion cross his face before it disappeared, but she kept going. “I give you my solemn oath that the welfare of my patients is my priority. The work I do here with your father and the others might help overcome Alzheimer’s one day.”

      Garth paused. “So it’s too late for my father?” His eyes seemed to darken, and for a moment, Maddy felt herself drowning in their depths. He really was quite intriguing and nothing at all as she’d expected. His eyes seemed to change color in different lights. They were a dark brown, almost black, but the changing highlights were mesmerizing. They seemed to see inside her, assessing her answers and gauging their truth. A shiver went down her spine. She didn’t want him looking too closely at her thoughts and emotions.

      Giving herself an internal shake, she tried again to read his face, wondering whether he really expected her to answer that she could indeed do something for Milton. In the end, all she could do was be honest. “I’m sorry, Garth. Once it gets to this stage, it’s about keeping them calm and comfortable. There’s really not much else we can do.”

      Garth closed his eyes and nodded. He flicked his thumb in a repetitive motion that was obviously a well-worn habit. “Thank you for being honest, at least.”

      Had she said the wrong thing? Maddy’s heart dropped a beat, but she carried on. “I’m an honest person, Garth. I want to help people. That’s what I do.”

      He turned his intense gaze back on her. “How long have you been doing this kind of thing?”

      Maddy blinked. “What? Research?”

      His eyes locked with hers. She felt a blush creeping across her face. Dammit. That was the last thing she needed. How could he take her seriously if she looked like a teenager? She desperately tried to quash the physical reaction to being the focus of his attention while she waited for his answer.

      “Research, being a doctor.” He waved a hand around them. “Memory loss.”

      He wanted her résumé? She frowned a moment, trying to decide if he was patronizing her, but he didn’t seem to be saying she couldn’t or shouldn’t be doing the research. He seemed to genuinely want to know.

      She cleared her throat. “I graduated with my PhD a few years ago and went straight into teaching and research. I worked on general memory loss at first, amnesia, that kind of thing. It was the specialty of my supervisor, so it made sense. Then I branched out on my own.” Maddy recited her history, watching his reactions carefully, not sure what he was looking for. She didn’t want to tell him she’d graduated early, and when she’d completed her PhD studies, she’d been the youngest-ever researcher in the department.

      “Into what?” Garth was still watching her carefully, his eyes missing nothing.

      She felt like a small animal caught in a net, struggling to get out, but with no idea how. He wasn’t going to agree; she could see it. Maddy wracked her brain for the right thing to say to change his mind. Nothing came into her head, so she just answered the question, blindly hoping for the best. “I started focusing on Alzheimer’s, looking at the degenerative memory loss of the elderly. How it could be stopped. If it could be stopped.”

      “Why do research? Why not be a real doctor, helping real people?”

      Her heart bounced a beat. He was too close to a nerve. But something in his expression made her answer him with the unvarnished truth, yet again. “My father is a research scientist. My mother was as well, before she was forced to give it up when she had me.” Maddy blinked. Why on Earth had she said that? She cleared her throat. “It’s in the family, so to speak.”

      “The family business?” Garth nodded, his face lightening a fraction. “I guess I understand that. I’m following on from my father as well.”

      Maddy grasped at the small lifeline he seemed to offer. “What’s your family business?” Milton had given some seriously confusing stories about what he used to do.

      Garth blinked and looked away. Maddy felt his hesitation thicken the air around them like it was a physical presence. The mob? Hit man? In that moment, she knew it was bad. Something not quite above board. A shiver went down her spine. What was she getting herself into?

      He glanced back at Maddy. “I’m in the Carnival,” he said quietly.

      Maddy blinked. Not what she’d expected. “I’ve never met anyone from a carnival. I haven’t even been to one,” she blurted out. Great, she even sounded like a teenager now.

      “Never?” Garth raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      Maddy shook her head. “My parents didn’t like that kind of thing. Too frivolous, I suppose. I was sent to camps that did extra schoolwork over the summer.” Maddy clamped her lip between her teeth. What on Earth was she doing? Telling him all her frigging secrets?

      She shook her head slightly, trying to remember where they were in the discussion of Milton and Garth signing her release form. He would think she was a complete idiot.

      But Garth just smiled in commiseration. “We had to work all summer too. Just a different kind of work, I suppose.” His eyes softened to a melted chocolate brown as he looked down at her.

      “Your father made you work in the summers as well?”

      “At first. But I took over my father’s position when he was diagnosed eight years ago.”

      Maddy felt a pang of sympathy. He didn’t look old enough to have taken on anything over eight years before. She would look up Milton’s files, find out how old he was. “I’m sorry. That must have been difficult for you.”

      Garth shrugged. “More difficult for him, I guess. I’m not the one losing my memory.” He paused. “Yet.”

      Maddy raised her eyebrows. “You think you might have a genetic predisposition?”

      “Yes.” The single word said it all.
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      Maddy watched the emotions race across his face and then disappear beneath his usual impassive expression. It explained his reaction to his father and to her research.

      It was a tough load to carry, the knowledge that you were going to lose your memories. They made up such a big part of who you were. She’d seen people crack under the strain of it.

      Her parents might drive her crazy sometimes, but she would hate to forget them, to only see strangers when they came to visit.

      In the spur of the moment, Maddy made a decision. “I can help,” she said in a rush. “There are things you can do to slow down the advancement of Alzheimer’s. And I can give you a proper physical, to see if you actually have any of the signs. I mean, nothing is certain, right?”

      She could help him; she was sure she could. It was as much as she could do to help any of the people she studied. Tell them if they had Alzheimer’s and then help slow down the deterioration.

      Her brain started ticking over. Imagine if Garth had the same unusual variety of early-onset Alzheimer’s as Milton. She almost forgot to breathe for a moment. If she got it in time, she could watch the whole process, his decline from start to finish. It would make for an amazing study.

      But in the next breath, she thought of those chocolate-brown eyes slowly going blank and losing their intelligent glitter.

      A tiny flame of pain flickered in her chest, catching her off guard. It would be terrible to watch the memories erode from his mind. To see him drown beneath the waves of memory loss.

      Maddy exhaled. She needed to concentrate on getting him to agree to Milton’s participation in her research. He was already beginning to shake his head, about to say no.

      Impulsively, she reached out and put a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry about it now. Wait until you’ve seen me working with your father a while. We can talk about it later.”

      Garth stepped back, out of reach, and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m still not convinced this is the best thing for Dad. I don’t want him upset.”

      Maddy scrutinized Garth, trying to understand his motivation for objecting to her work. He seemed genuinely concerned for Milton. This wasn’t a power play or an attempt to score a bit of money. She needed to convince a worried son, not a greedy con artist. “Milton likes me. He really does. And he’s a special case, different from other early-onset cases I’ve seen. I think it could lead to some important breakthroughs in memory loss research to study him. I promise you I won’t do anything that will harm, upset, or be otherwise detrimental to your father. And there’s a strong chance I can keep him from deteriorating further.”

      She saw his eyes flick back to her face, attentive to her promise of help. She sternly buried a pang of guilt. She would try to help Milton. It wasn’t a lie. Just because she was blatantly pandering to Garth’s desire to have his father get better from an incurable degenerative disease, that didn’t mean she was a bad person, did it?

      She swallowed down over the small voice in her head that said, Yes, it does.

      “You could help him, then? You just said you couldn’t.”

      “I believe I can keep him from getting worse. And in some cases, there is some improvement. But I really shouldn’t even be mentioning that to you. It’s not that common.” A small salve to her conscience.

      “But it’s possible?”

      Maddy nodded. The sensible voice inside her head was screaming at her to not promise anything, that she didn’t know what was going to happen. That was the point of the research. But she knew if she didn’t give him something, he was going to walk away.

      She waited, holding her breath.

      “Okay, I’ll sign it, but with a rider that says if I don’t like the way you’re doing it, I can rescind my agreement. I’ll be watching you.” He loomed over her for a moment, tall and threatening. A shiver ran down her spine.

      All of a sudden, he seemed far too dangerous and deadly.
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      Garth looked down at this female doctor, trying to decide if he was making the right decision. She’d made him change his mind, soothed his fears for his father with her passionate little speech. The image of a sparrow came to mind again, feathers fluffed as she defended her position.

      He wondered if she could really help his father. A burst of hope flared and died almost as quickly. His father hadn’t recognized him for a couple of years now. He was just grasping at straws.

      He looked out the window. His father’s memory was gone, and it wouldn’t come back. But there was someone else who needed her help to get his memory back and hopefully move on with his life.

      “There’s another rider to the contract.”

      Dr. Annandale looked up at him in surprise. Emotions flicked across her face, and he could see she was dying to tell him he’d already agreed.

      Well, tough.

      “How much do you know about other kinds of memory loss?” he asked.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “What kind?”

      “Amnesia. Short term.”

      Dr. Annandale blinked but nodded. “It’s a related field and I did my original PhD research in amnesia. I know a fair amount.”

      Garth paused, narrowed his eyes, and assessed her honesty one last time. Her face seemed open. His instincts told him to trust her. And Simon needed help from someone who actually knew what they were doing.

      “There’s a young boy at the Carnival, at our Compound. He’s lost his memory of the last year in his life. It was because of a… traumatic experience.”

      She nodded, absently chewing her lower lip. “I can meet him on the weekend to see if there’s anything I can do to help.” She paused. “But in the meantime, you need to sign the release forms so I can get started working with your father.”

      A flash of panic ran along his spine. Could he trust her?

      What had he done, inviting a stranger to the Compound?

      He’d never done that before, and he wasn’t really sure why he had now. Was it really to help Simon, or was he just using that as an excuse?

      He looked down into her face. She smiled and a twinkle lit up her eyes. It was gone almost as soon as it arrived, and he briefly wondered if he imagined it.

      But he didn’t think he had.
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      Garth glanced at his watch.

      Dr. Annandale had said she’d come by the Compound about two o’clock. She would be here any minute. The large steel gates at the entrance to their fortress were firmly shut to anyone who didn’t have a pass to get inside. He walked along the metal fence, trying to keep himself calm.

      Inviting a stranger inside the gates made him feel off balance. He’d never done anything like this. Worst of all, he wasn’t sure why he’d invited her.

      Then he thought of her bright-green eyes, and a small part of him knew the answer.

      He didn’t even know why he was so anxious. She was an outsider, a little sparrow who couldn’t compare with the women he knew. His hand clenched.

      She couldn’t ever compare. He wouldn’t let her.

      Garth heard the roar of a motor long before he saw the vehicle. He turned and the dot in the distance became a motorbike with a small leather-clad rider perched low on the frame. The bike slowed and came to a stop beside Garth.

      Pulling off her helmet, Dr. Annandale grinned at him. “This the big secret spot?”

      Garth nodded, not allowing himself to smile back. She looked too relaxed and casual. Not at all like the straight-laced researcher he’d met the other day. “Our own private oasis.” He walked over and entered the code for the gates. They slowly swung open.

      Dr. Annandale rode the bike through the gate, then stopped. “How far down does this go? Do you want to get on the back?” She nodded to the vacant spot behind her on the bike.

      Garth hesitated. He’d thought she would come in a car and he would be able to hitch a ride. The bike was a whole other option. He almost said no. Then he realized he was being stupid. Scared of a little sparrow.

      “Sure.” He climbed on behind her.

      “You’ll have to hold on,” she said, a smile in her voice.

      Reluctantly, he put his arms around her waist, trying to remember when he’d become such a prude.

      She roared off down the drive, and Garth clung tighter to her as the wind knocked through his hair. The trees sped past, a brown and green blur.

      As they neared the first houses, he tapped her shoulder and pointed to the left—his home—where Simon was staying. She slowed and stopped outside, waiting until he got off to flick the bike’s stand into place.

      He led her up the steps and waited by the door, watching as she took off her helmet and gear. Underneath, she wore jeans and a sweatshirt.

      “The boy you’re here to see, he’s still pretty banged up. He had multiple fractures and cuts all over his body.”

      “And he doesn’t remember anything?”

      Garth shook his head. “Hey, Simon, I’m back,” he called. “We’ve got ourselves a guest.”

      “I’m in my room,” Simon called back, his voice thin but full of humor. “Oh wait, that’s where I always am. ‘Cause I’m stuck here like an invalid.”

      Garth grinned. It hadn’t taken Simon long to get comfortable. He was a pretty cool kid, especially considering his father. “Can you hear the tiny violins?” he replied.

      There was a crack of laughter from Simon’s room. “You suck at sympathy, Garth.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a clown. We do laughter, not tears.”

      Garth glanced back at the doctor and then led her down the hallway. He opened the door to Simon’s room and waved her in ahead of him. Simon still looked pretty rough, his face banged up, bruises and cuts over his whole body. He was also in a fair amount of pain, but he never complained about it. He was a brave kid. Garth’s chest constricted every time he thought about what happened to him.

      He wondered whether it really was for the best, to want Simon to regain his memory. It would only lead to more pain, the knowledge that his own father had harmed him for the sake of a hollow vendetta against people he didn’t even know. From what Simon had said, Hugo had been a great father for most of his life.

      It was hard to know what had changed, but the man they’d met at the Carnival a few weeks ago had been a few hinges short of a door. Would it really help Simon to know what kind of a crazy person his father had become?

      But there was an instinct, a gut feeling he relied on, that said Simon needed to get his memory back. It would help him heal and be whole again, much more than if they let him live this memory-fogged life.

      So he turned to the doctor and introduced them.

      “Dr. Annandale, this is Simon Blue. Simon, this is the good doctor. She’s going to talk to you about your amnesia. Maybe help you remember a few things.”

      Before he could say anything else, the doctor stepped forward and held out her hand. “Hi, Simon. Call me Maddy, please. I don’t go by doctor on the weekend.” She smiled, and Garth caught the twinkle in her eye. This time it stayed, and he saw Simon receive the full force of her smile.

      Simon smiled back at her, and Garth could see he’d been charmed straightaway. The little sparrow could work her own brand of magic; that was for sure. Garth leaned on the doorframe and watched as she sat on his bed and chatted with Simon.

      “Tell me what you can remember, Simon. What’s the last thing you know happened?”

      “The last thing I remember is preparing for a big show in Vegas. Dad was trying out a new trick… one I helped him with. He and his assistant, Luci, they’d been practicing hard to make it work.”

      “How did the trick go?”

      Simon’s face was screwed up, the stress of not being able to remember showing clearly. “I don’t know. I can’t remember how it went. I don’t think it went well. I mean… if I can’t remember it, it probably didn’t, right?” He looked up at Maddy, his eyes filling with frustrated tears.

      She reached out and brushed a hand over his hair. “Not necessarily. But it could mean it’s part of why your brain feels it needs to forget. We can work together on getting some of your memories back.”

      “You think I’ll remember again?” Simon’s eyes were large, filled with hope. Garth’s stomach clenched. What if he hated them all when he got his memory back?

      Maddy nodded. “I think so. You didn’t hit your head, did you?”

      Simon looked over at Garth for confirmation.

      Garth shook his head. “No, the doctors said there was no damage to his head. It was mostly his legs and arms.”

      Damn specific breaks and cuts that got the most pain out of where they were placed. Hugo Blue was a sadist. Simon hadn’t ever specifically asked how he got all his injuries. He’d been told it was some kind of accident, and Garth had never discussed it with him. He wondered if Simon had any idea, or if the boy was blithely accepting of a vague accident being the cause.

      He clenched his hand. If he had anything to do with it, Simon would never see his father again.
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