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      Southern Wisconsin, 1870

      

      “Evil stalks us.” Franz Gerhardt’s showman’s voice rang out strong and clear.

      The crowd, composed of Gerhardt Circus performers, turned their attention to their leader.

      Emmaline Monroe, accustomed to the melodrama inherent in her grandfather, did not react as the rest of the crowd did to his words, with gasps of fear and mumbles of apprehension. Instead, she watched and listened and kept her disbelief to herself.

      At a gesture from the old man, the crowd fell silent. “The evil one murders the innocent beneath the full moon.”

      The people shifted and shuffled with unease, glancing up at the sky, then away. They had seen the two bodies, torn apart as if by a wild animal. Most of the assembled were immigrants from Germany, well versed in the terror of the full moon. They knew the signs. They believed.

      Emma, a daughter of the New World not the Old, did not. She, more than any of them, knew that wild animals were unpredictable at best. The two men had been victims of a renegade wolf or a rabid coyote, nothing more.

      “The secret of these deaths must remain within the bounds of these wagons,” Franz went on. “If outsiders learn of the danger, no one will come to our performances, and the law will not allow us to travel. This will mean the end of our world. We do not need anyone to tell us what we must do. We know the legends; we know what walks in our midst. Once we discover the teufel, the werewolf, the demon, we can end this.”

      “Grandfather.”

      Emma had heard enough. She perched upon the brink of great stardom—the first female tiger tamer in the United States, perhaps in the world. This summer’s tour would prove her worth to everyone. Unless the old folks and their superstitions ruined everything.

      The old man scowled in her direction. For the first time she could remember in her twenty years, Emma ignored his warning. She had to say something. If the entire circus believed that a werewolf stalked them, they would not look for the true culprit, and the murderer must be found. Now, before everyone’s livelihood was destroyed, before her chance to become the performer she’d spent her life striving to become was ruined, before someone else died.

      “Just because these deaths have occurred on two successive full moons, you think we harbor a werewolf? The culprit is most likely a mad dog or a starving wolf. Take a hunting party into the woods and destroy it.”

      The crowd gave a collective hiss of displeasure. Why did they believe the unbelievable? She had given them a more sane explanation for the deaths, yet they clung to their belief of an evil one.

      “Emmaline.” Her grandfather’s authoritative voice commanded the attention of all who stood in the clearing. “You do not understand. You are a child of the New World. We are adults of the Old. We will go into the woods and hunt. But we will hunt the teufel. We will hunt the evil in our own way. Follow my orders and stay inside the bounds of these wagons. Especially tonight.”

      All around Emma faces turned upward once more, and eyes contemplated the round, silver moon rising into the night sky. Emma could smell the fear in the air, and despite her brave words, she feared as well.
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        * * *

      

      John Bradfordini dried his hands on a towel next to the water pump in his office. He rolled his neck in a circle, wincing at the ache that had settled there after a sixteen-hour day. The work of a physician did not stop when the doctor tired.

      He walked through the doorway leading from the examination room at the back of his house to the living area at the front. His housekeeper had left dinner on the table. Bless her. He was too exhausted to contemplate cooking for himself tonight.

      Spring had returned to Andrewsville, and with the change of season came the chronic illnesses and injuries of rural America—broken legs and arms, sliced hands from any number of sharp farm implements, and the usual diseases that ran rampant through small farm communities. Today had been one of the worst days he could remember since he’d returned home from the war and opened his medical practice. This morning, he’d lost a child to God only knew what disease.

      John peered through his front window. Instead of his front yard, he saw the face of the little boy who’d died in his arms mere moments after arriving at the office. A wasting sickness, just like the one that had killed John’s mother. John had been unable to do a thing to stop death from coming, all his training nothing in the face of God’s will. His vow to help the people of Andrewsville had been no more than useless words today.

      In the window, John’s reflection was drawn, haggard, unhappy. On days such as today he missed his brother, Peter, with a longing almost physical. They had always been close, especially after their mother’s death when John was nine and Peter eight. John had taken responsibility for Peter from that point on, their father having all he could do to keep the farm going without worrying about his sons.

      The guilt over Peter’s loss haunted John still. Moments before they’d marched off to war with the 26th Wisconsin, John had sworn to his father he would watch out for Peter. And he had, throughout countless small battles and skirmishes. They’d even survived the bloodbath at Gettysburg.

      John dreamed about the battle yet: the screams of the injured and dying in the surgeon’s tent where he worked; the cannon fire and gunshots on the hills and forests outside the tent; the horrible silence when the fighting ceased and so many thousands lay slaughtered. He and Peter had survived every battle, but John had returned home without his little brother. He hadn’t seen Peter since Lee surrendered to Grant and everyone went home. Everyone except Peter.

      Peter had vanished with the tall officer he had spoken with the day before he and John were to return to Andrewsville. John’s brother had always been the adventurous one, full of life, drawn to danger, the complete opposite of John, who craved the soothing peace of home and the staid existence he’d carved out for himself.

      Peter would have withered and died in Andrewsville. John had thrived, despite the niggling need for adventure that sprang up every now and again. John blamed his need on the lack of such spirit in himself, the spirit he had always found whenever he and his brother were together. He had depended upon Peter to put a spark of life into life. Without him, every day was the same as the rest.

      John had been over this ground countless times in the five years since Peter left camp with the officer and never returned. He should never have let his brother out of his sight. But he could do nothing about his mistake now.

      A full moon cast a silver glow across the front yard, illuminating the figure of a man trudging up the walk toward his house.

      Someone needed him. He would go.

      John opened the door. He narrowed his eyes. The figure looked so familiar, almost like . . .

      But no, it couldn’t be him. John only thought the man was Peter because he’d been thinking of his brother, missing him again. When he was tired, melancholy always set in.

      The man stepped onto the front porch. In one hand he held a Spencer rifle, with the other hand he pushed back the broad-brimmed hat that shaded his features.

      “Peter?” John whispered, half afraid that any sound would make his brother turn to silver moonlight and disappear.

      Peter nodded once and stepped inside.

      John wanted to grasp his brother’s hands to prove the man in front of him real, but Peter held his rifle in a grip so tight his fingers had gone white. The smiling, joking young man who had disappeared five years earlier was gone, and in his place stood a man whose face revealed the test of time. Lines creased his face, gray streaked his hair, and his eyes held a haunted, hunted expression that made John cold deep inside. If he hadn’t known better, he’d think Peter was nigh on to forty years old, not the single year shy of John’s twenty-seven he happened to be.

      Peter sat at the kitchen table, placing his rifle on the surface within easy reach. “How have you been, Johnny?”

      Did his brother expect to take up life in Andrewsville without some type of explanation?

      “Where have you been? We all thought you were dead.”

      “I wanted you to think that.”

      The coldness in Peter’s voice disturbed him. He did not know how to approach the strange man who inhabited the body of the boy he’d once loved with all his heart. “Why would you want us to think you were dead?”

      “I didn’t want anyone searching for me. I’m involved in something dangerous. I shouldn’t be here now.”

      “Whatever you’ve done, I’ll help you. You know I will.”

      Peter laughed. “Johnny, the helpful. I’d hoped you’d outgrown your tendency to take on responsibility for every lost soul you encountered. Some things can’t be changed, no matter how hard you try.” He laughed again, though this time the sound seemed wrenched from his gut. “You’re the doctor here now, just like you swore you would be after Mama died. How many souls have you saved today? Do you have time for one more?”

      The sarcasm in his brother’s voice was another new aspect to Peter, one John didn’t like any more than the cold, hard bedrock of a soul he sensed beneath that veneer of sarcasm. But his brother sat there before him, the brother he had feared dead, and the sight of Peter alive allayed any irritation John felt with the man Peter had become. “What kind of danger are you in?”

      The howl of a wolf pierced the night and Peter started. John ignored the sound, used to the call of the night animals from the forest surrounding his home.

      Peter pulled his rifle toward him. A quick flick of his wrists, and the bullets poured into his hand, bright silver under the light from the lantern. Before John could ask where Peter had gotten silver bullets and why, his brother reloaded the rifle, his face intent, his movements precise, almost as if he performed a ritual.

      Peter's eyes were haunted with the unknown. “I shouldn’t have come here, but I needed to see you. To prove to myself there are people in this world worth dying for.”

      The voice and the words sounded more like the Peter John remembered. He reached for his brother.

      Peter flinched from his touch, stood, then crossed the room to open the door.

      By the time John stepped onto the porch, Peter was already loping toward the dark shadows of the forest.

      “Peter! Wait!”

      His brother did not pause. John swore and ran after him.

      Peter turned, his face awash with fear and fury. “Go back, Johnny.”

      “I’m not going to let you out of my sight until you tell me what’s going on. What’s been going on since you disappeared?”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You show up at my house at midnight, though I haven’t seen or heard from you in five years. Then you leave with no explanation and expect me to let you go?”

      “Yes.” Peter laid a hand on John’s arm. “You’re all that’s good in this world to me. If something happened to you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

      “I haven’t been able to live with myself since you disappeared. I promised Father I’d take care of you, then I came home alone. Aren’t you even going to see him? He’s not going to live forever, Peter.”

      Peter’s head jerked up. John could tell by the way Peter’s gaze swept the grove of trees lining the field that his brother no longer listened to him. Peter’s eyes—intent, watchful, wary—and the way he held himself, as if he expected an attack at any moment, made John feel the razor edge of readiness, too. He had never seen Peter like this, not even during the war when he’d fought with his usual abandon against the Rebels.

      “You can’t believe I’d let you run off and disappear again after you told me you were in danger. You’re my little brother, Peter. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. I was desperate tonight so I came to you. I’m sorry.”

      “What is it? You can tell me. What have you gotten yourself involved in?”

      A low, long howl erupted from the edge of the woods.

      “Teufel,” Peter muttered.

      Their father had emigrated from Italy, their mother from Sweden, but in Wisconsin there were enough German immigrants for John to understand his share of the language.

      Teufel meant demon.

      “Stay here.” Peter tightened his clasp on the rifle and stalked toward the woods.

      Why did Peter behave as if the howl had been uttered by the devil incarnate? His brother knew there were coyotes in these woods. Wolves too. Scores of them. Had Peter’s mind become unhinged during his years of wandering God only knew where?

      Ignoring the order, John followed in Peter’s wake.

      “Dammit, Johnny, just stay out of my way. Go back to the house.”

      “I won’t leave you out here alone. Come back with me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. I’ve never seen you act this way.”

      “You haven’t seen what I have seen.”

      “Tell me. I want to understand. I want to help you.” Without conscious thought, John had begun to speak in his most calm and soothing tone. He hadn’t trained as a physician throughout the years of war for naught.

      “You think I’m insane.” He laughed, the sound loud in the chill night air. “God, I wish I were. Then none of this would be real.” His eyes took on a faraway expression for a moment, as if he were remembering other times and places. “But it is real, and I have to put a stop to it. Now stay here. For once in your life, let someone take care of you.” Then he turned and disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

      John couldn’t let Peter walk the woods alone. He would do whatever he must to make his brother come back to the house and reveal the truth of his past five years.

      John took a step after his brother. The snarl stopped him cold. The gunshot made him flinch. The wet, gurgling cry compelled him to run into the forest.

      Where the full moon had lit the field almost as bright as dawn, its lack within the dense forest made the darkness loom ever darker. John blinked, cursing, until his eyes adjusted to the change in light. Once he could see, he wished he could not.

      His brother lay on the ground in a puddle of blood; his rifle rested a few feet away, useless.

      John flung himself onto his knees next to Peter. His heart thundered in his ears. He could hear little beyond its cadence but the rasp of Peter’s breath through a jagged gash in his throat.

      “Get away.” Peter’s voice sounded liquid, as if he spoke from under water. “You’ll die next if you don’t get away.”

      “I’m not leaving without you.”

      “You must. I’m already dead.”

      “No!” Panic fluttered. He glanced around the thicket, searching for the animal that had done this to his brother, prepared to kill it with his bare hands. But within the darkened woods they were alone.

      The blood shone black in the shivering moonlight. John, who had never been bothered by the sight of blood, was bothered now. He swallowed against the bile at the back of his throat. “I’m a doctor. I’ve healed others; I’ll heal you, as well.”

      Peter took another breath, and the rattle in his chest made John’s heart catch. “Dear God, please take me, not him. Please, please take me.”

      “You can’t bargain with God, Johnny. I’ve tried. It’s too late to change this. No one can help me.”

      John saw the truth of his words. No one could help Peter Bradfordini. Not even John. Not anymore.

      He took Peter’s hand. A howl began, wavering higher and higher, longer and longer, until John wanted to scream for the sound to end.

      Peter’s fingers tightened on his own. “It’s still out there and coming for you.”

      “The wolf? Is it rabid?” Hydrophobia was something he knew how to deal with.

      “No!” Peter’s voice was surprisingly strong and sure in the denial. “You’ve seen rabid animals, and so have I. Don’t make the mistake of believing it’s that easy.”

      John spied Peter’s rifle on the ground and leaned over to pull the weapon closer. “I’ll kill it.”

      “Killing it won’t help me now.” Peter coughed. A thin line of blood traced a path from his lips down his chin. “Gerhardt Circus.” Peter pulled on John’s hand, his grasp weaker than a moment before. John leaned forward, his face just inches from Peter’s. “The answer is at Gerhardt Circus. If you get bitten . . .” His eyes fluttered closed.

      “Peter?”

      “Jager-sucher,” Peter whispered. “There are others.”

      And then he was gone.

      John raised his face to the moon and emitted a howl of agony to rival the howl of the wolf lurking somewhere in the forest. Not Peter. Once so full of life, now dead on the cold, hard ground. And for what? Why?

      What would he tell their father? To lose Peter once had been hard, to lose him again would be agony.

      Rage filled him, pushing back the grief. Though he wanted to gather Peter close and wail over the loss of his brother, he had other tasks to accomplish right now.

      John picked up the rifle and began to get to his feet.

      A dark shape leaped from the bushes. John had time to clench his fingers around the barrel more tightly before the body hit him and propelled him backward to the ground. The animal snarled, reaching for his throat.

      John pushed the mouth away, wincing when the teeth closed on one hand. He brought the barrel of the gun up with the other and smashed the weapon against the animal’s head.

      A black, creeping lethargy consumed him, blocking out reality. Just before the world faded into the dark void, the face of the animal that had attacked him rose up in his consciousness. He moaned a denial.

      Though the face was that of a wolf, the eyes were human.
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        * * *

      

      Emmaline lay upon her pallet and stared at the ceiling of her wagon. The night, unusually warm for May, made the air in her sleeping wagon stifling.

      The men had gone to hunt. With any luck, they had killed the rabid wolf or coyote that preyed upon their people. Then the last two months of terror would end, and they could go on with their tour—safe and happy once more.

      The wagon was her home on wheels. It contained everything she owned in the world: her bed, her clothes, her costumes. Though she loved the place, her very possession of a private sleeping wagon revealed her status in the circus as a star performer, the crowded state of the abode made any movement of air impossible.

      Emma moved to the open end of the wagon. Though the moon was still visible, dawn approached. She should be safe if she stayed out of the woods, and to be sure, she would take along the best form of protection she possessed.

      Emma jumped to the ground then traversed the distance between her wagon and that of her tiger, Destruction. “We’ll just take a walk beyond the camp. Then maybe I can sleep.”

      The elephants in the open field beyond the circus wagons shuffled with unease as she and Destruction approached. The elephants were accustomed to the tiger. What could ail them?

      She made her way to the large outcropping of rocks near the forest’s edge. Such rock piles surrounded most open fields in Wisconsin, since the earth needed to be cleared of the obstructions before the farmers could plant anything. In such cleared areas, with the permission of the owner, the circus tethered their animals to graze.

      Emma and Destruction stared at the fading stars while the hoofed animals of the menagerie milled nervously. In the past, all that had been needed to calm the animals was her presence. Since childhood she had possessed a way with wild things, calming them with a simple word or touch. Emma felt more at ease with the animals than she ever felt with people. Destruction was her best friend. At times she thought she could read his mind.

      “Hush,” she called. “I’m here. It’s all right.”

      Instead of calming them, her voice seemed to make the animals even more fidgety. One of the elephants lifted its trunk and trumpeted at the fading moon. The sound of fear from an animal that feared little made Emma start toward the menagerie. Either the storm of the century approached, or the animals sensed something she did not.

      A low snarl from the shadow of the trees sent a tingle up Emma’s back. Eyes glared at her in the semidarkness. She knew she should run, but she could not.

      The animal emerged from the trees, and a small cry of terror escaped her lips.

      Destruction roared, and the animal at the edge of the forest froze. It glanced at Emma, for a moment uncertain—not afraid as an animal should be when confronted with a tiger, just confused. The confusion did not last for more than an instant before the cunning intelligence returned to those eyes. That intelligence frightened Emma more than anything else.

      Not now, those eyes said, but soon.

      The animal retreated into the forest.

      Emma, who had never before believed in werewolves, believed now. For though the body of the animal had been that of a black wolf, the eyes had been human.
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      Destruction hovered, watching, waiting, licking his lips in anticipation before crouching to spring.

      The massive Bengal tiger arched through the air, legs outstretched in a leap of perfection. He shot into the circle of flame and emerged victorious on the other side. A sigh of awe whispered in the silence. Thunderous applause followed. Destruction, accustomed to the sound, never flinched. Instead he relished the adulation as his due in life.

      Emmaline flicked her wrist, cracking the thin whip she held more for show than necessity. Destruction rarely needed to be prompted in his routine. He knew his part as well as Emma knew hers. They had both been trained from childhood to excel in the ring.

      The tiger stalked regally back to his perch next to the smaller female tiger, throwing a disdainful glance over his shoulder at his mistress. From past problems with him at rehearsals, Emma knew he hated the whip, taking its use as a personal affront to his professionalism.

      Sometimes Destruction could be downright irritating in his near humanity. Ignoring the tiger’s implied rebuke, she raised her arms above her head, then bent at the waist to take her final bow, accompanied by a crescendo of music from the band.

      She glanced through the thin wire of the cage that enclosed her and the tigers, separating them from the crowd. The cage was too small to do all the tricks she wished to do with her animals, but it was a safety requirement. No one would bring their children to a circus that did not cage its wild animal acts.

      Tonight Gerhardt Circus enjoyed a straw house: The seats, both the unreserved blues and the higher-priced grandstands, were packed to overflowing, and towners sat upon the straw spread up to the ring. Smiling faces of all ages peered at her, and she couldn’t help but grin in return.

      The circus was a place of magic, and every time she stepped into the ring that magic flowed through her. Each night the roar of the crowd, the smell of the oil lamps and greasepaint, the closeness of the people all straining toward her in wondrous anticipation energized her to a fever pitch. She would never grow tired of the thrill that accompanied a well-executed performance. From her first appearance in front of an audience at the age of four, she had been fascinated with the power she found there.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” the ringmaster’s voice cut across the excited whispers stirring the air. “Let’s hear your applause again for Emmaline Monroe, the premier female tiger tamer in these United States. A genuine tribute to the Gerhardt family tradition of fine circus performers.”

      The Gerhardt family tradition consisted of her grandfather and herself, and Emma had become who and what she was as a result of Franz Gerhardt’s determination. At twenty years of age, she remembered no other life beyond the circus. She could not imagine existing anywhere else.

      Because of those feelings their present state of near collapse, financial and emotional, frightened Emma deeply. The circus and Emma were one and the same. If one died, how could the other expect to survive?

      Emma led her tigers through a door in the back of the cage. The laborer who kept the rear of the tent clear of bystanders so she could return her cats to their wagons without mishap, gave her a brief all clear nod just as the wire-walking act, Otto, Helga and Heloise, passed by, walking single file as always—an odd quirk that Emma rarely noticed anymore. She registered with half an ear the commands issued by Otto with the precision of an army sergeant. The commands were always the same, every night.

      “Mach schnell! Bewegen!”

      “Hurry up! Move!” The translation from German to English flowed through Emma’s mind without a second thought.

      The three siblings moved toward their places in a smooth transition while the brass band played a lively tune to distract the crowd between acts. Once the wire-walkers were in place, the bandleader would slide the musicians into the waltz he’d written for use with the aerial acts of Gerhardt Circus and none other. The musical arrangement was as much a part of the show as the acts themselves.

      The band switched from the first tune to the waltz in an effortless flow. Though the change might look easy, it was not. Hours of practice were required to make every detail of the music just right. Very little was left to chance at this circus. Emma wouldn’t be surprised if her grandfather had spent part of the time he should have been asleep making sure the band lived up to his standards. Thanks to her grandfather’s superb management, the Gerhardt Circus was a well-run reflection of his devotion.

      The mid-June sun slid toward the horizon, the days lengthening as summer advanced. Despite her enjoyment of performing, Emma always felt great relief when she escaped the warm, close air trapped beneath the canvas.

      She glanced at the open field with longing. Did she dare take a few moments away from the circus? Her grandfather had warned her, had indeed warned them all, not to stray too far from the safety of their numbers. In the nearly four weeks since she had told him about her narrow escape from the black wolf, he had barely let her out of his sight.

      The full moon is still a night away. The sun shines yet. You will be safe enough.

      She must need solitude more than usual if she planned to listen to the enticing little voice. And she did plan to. Now would be the best time to take a walk away from the simmering excitement of the circus.

      For all they knew, the teufel had moved on. For the first time in three months, Gerhardt Circus had escaped unscathed on the night of the full moon. Though Emma had to admit, if she had not thought to bring Destruction with her, she might have been the latest victim.

      Not giving herself time to mull over the atrocities committed within her world for another second longer, Emma put the tigress into her cage wagon, then led Destruction toward the freedom of the open field.

      Instead of following, the tiger stopped short, bringing Emma to an equally short stop at the end of the leash.

      She gave an impatient tug on the rawhide strap in her hand. “I don’t have time for your nonsense now.”

      The tiger growled, his gaze fixed on something beyond Emma’s right ear. Years in the public eye had trained Emma to know when she was being watched. From Destruction’s reaction, he did not approve of this particular watcher.

      At the last wagon on the edge of camp, a man lounged, watching her. She had never seen him before, but that in itself was not odd considering the nature of the traveling circus. What made her uneasy was the way he watched her. Not casually, as though he just happened to be outside for a smoke and she had crossed his path, but with intent, as though he waited just for her.

      A slither of fear snaked up Emma’s back. The images of death and murder and the full moon she had so recently banished from her mind returned full force. Emma was dismayed to discover no one else about.

      Destruction’s presence soothed her unease. No one would be crazy enough to accost her with a tiger in tow.

      Another imperious tug on the leash and her companion followed, though Destruction gave her a look that told Emma he did as she asked because he had decided to move on.

      They continued toward the field. The stranger still watched, though he did not follow.

      Destruction chose that moment to get playful and pushed her from behind. With her attention focused on the strange man, she hadn’t been expecting the move and sprawled forward, landing on her face in the trampled grass and dirt. Luckily for her, the tiger was more agile and leaped sideways as they fell. If not for that, she would have become Emma-mush beneath five hundred pounds of Bengal tiger.

      The big cat licked her cheek by way of apology.

      “Thanks a lot, Desty.”

      “Do you need help?”

      The stranger moved as quickly as the jungle cats she spent most of her time with—a frightening thought. The two murdered performers had been strong, able-bodied men, one a contortionist, the other the Gerhardt muscleman. Whoever had ended their lives had been quick and strong. This man was quick.

      Emma raised her gaze from the dirt to encounter a very large and worn pair of boots. Though she would have preferred to crawl into the ground beneath her, instead Emma grimaced and struggled to her knees, dusting her hands together in an attempt to remove the damp earth from her palms.

      Before she could get to her feet, Emma’s hands were clasped in a firm grip, and she was unceremoniously yanked to her feet. She stumbled against his chest, and he grasped her upper arms to steady her.

      Emma rested her fingers against his blue cotton shirt. The muscles beneath her palms bunched, awakening her second fear. Not only quick, this man was also strong.

      His hair, the color of winter wheat, so light a brown as to be blond, hung nearly to his shoulders. Clean but slightly unkempt, the strands appeared as if he ran his fingers through them often, whether in agitation or to keep them from his face Emma could not tell. His skin was much paler than the skin of most men she knew, as though he had been inside for a long time and just emerged into the sun. Still, he was attractive in a way that made her palms, which still rested against his chest, hum with awareness.

      His eyes were very light, a strange cross between silver and blue. But what struck her most was the darkness she glimpsed within. There were shadows behind the light, shadows that haunted him.

      She had never been one for premonitions, but this man meant trouble—serious and never-ending trouble.

      Destruction growled low and pushed between them.

      The man glanced down, calm, cool and unperturbed at being warned by a tiger. Still, he let go of Emma’s arms and moved back, his odd silver gaze returning to her face.

      “Who are you?” Her voice quavered.

      “I arrived yesterday from Illinois.”

      If this man had just arrived from Illinois, he couldn’t be the evil one they sought. Unless, of course, he lied.

      What if he had been following the circus, preying upon them, knowing they would not go to the law as long as they believed that one of their own was cursed? If the people of the Gerhardt Circus looked to each other for the evil, they would not look to a stranger, and the stranger could escape unscathed. An unsettling thought with just such a stranger in front of her.

      “You’re Emmaline Monroe. The famous lady tiger tamer.”

      Destruction had stopped growling but refused to budge from his position atop her foot.

      “I don’t know how much fame I’ve achieved. But I do have the tigers.”

      “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “He’s temperamental. Grandfather says I didn’t begin to discipline him soon enough, and now he has a poor attitude. I raised him from a cub, feeding him milk from a cloth and letting him sleep in my bed. Until the bed collapsed. Now he sleeps in the cage with Hope.”

      Emma couldn’t seem to stop chattering. The way he stared at her, first her face, then her neck and then the rest of her, made Emma want to hide. She must be a sight, her body-hugging tights stained at the knees and her hair clinging to her face. The outfit, which provided mobility in the ring, was downright scandalous in public. Never before had she wished for yards of petticoats and a breath-killing corset upon her person.

      “How enlightening. It’s been lovely meeting you, Miss Monroe.” With a nod, he started for the cook tent.

      “I had the impression you were looking for me, Mr. ah . . .”

      “Johnny. And no, I wasn’t looking for you. I was just . . .” His gaze drifted over her body, male appreciation in his eyes.

      Emma fought the urge to cover her breasts with her arms. She would not be embarrassed about her attire. Working with tigers required this costume, and working with tigers consumed her life.

      “I was just looking,” he continued. “Your grandfather hired me last night as a canvasman.”

      He didn’t seem like a laborer. But then he didn’t seem like a performer either, and his voice—deep, educated, almost cultured—was a far cry from the smoke-roughened tones common to most of the drifters who signed on for the summer season.

      Somewhere amid his words she sensed a hesitation, as if English were not his first or his only language. She’d heard so many different accents among the immigrant-based populace of Wisconsin she couldn’t distinguish the country of Johnny’s origin.

      A canvasman took care of the tents—tearing them down at one site, loading them onto the wagons, then setting the canvas up again in a new town. Though with a circus of Gerhardt’s size, the distinctions based upon work were few. Everyone helped wherever and whenever they were needed.

      “I have to get to work, miss.” His voice was as cool as his eyes.

      Had she offended him? She couldn’t see how. He possessed the air of a man with something to hide, or someone to hide from. She had seen his type often in her life with the circus. Workers came and went, drifters often on the run from their pasts or the law. The transient life-style of the traveling circus made them hard to locate, which was just what they wanted. If they did the work and didn’t steal from the circus, her grandfather allowed them to stay on without prying into their pasts. But was that a good policy to continue with a werewolf on the loose?

      “I wonder what’s he’s hiding.” Perhaps her grandfather would enlighten her.

      The music for the finale began, and Emma hurried toward the tent with Destruction in tow. There would be no solitude for her this night.

      After a quick promenade around the ring, a few smiles and several waves, Emma returned the tiger to his cage, then went in search of her grandfather.

      She found him nursing a cup of coffee at his desk in the ticket booth and main office of the circus, the wagon the circus folk always referred to as the “red wagon” no matter what its color.

      “Good evening, Emmaline.” His Old World accent testified to his German heritage. “The show went well tonight, ja?”

      “Yes, Grandfather. At least my act did. How were sales?”

      “Sehr gut, sehr gut. If the weather holds, this should be one of our best tours.”

      Emma heard the hope in his voice. Though her grandfather had not said so outright, small things told her the circus wallowed in deep financial trouble: the paint on the wagons left to curl and peel until the mess could be ignored no longer, an elephant sold here, a llama there.

      After the torrential rains that had plagued them during the summer of 1869, she wasn’t surprised. They had barely been able to drag the circus wagons to ten towns last summer, and when they had reached a town, they’d been unable to do the usual parade through the streets because most of those streets resembled rivers. As a result, their ticket sales had been dismal. They’d retreated to their winter quarters a month early and spent the off-season repairing the damage done by Mother Nature.

      This season might be their last if the tour did not go well. The knowledge settled as an ache in her chest. Every year the costs to run a circus went higher, but the profits increased in minuscule amounts. They needed to add more animals to their menagerie, as well as publicize Emma’s act, their biggest draw, farther and wider. Without publicity she would never become the star she’d dreamed of becoming.

      But all those things took money—money they no longer had. The war had taken a toll on their savings. They had lost acts to recruitment and subsequent death. Then last season’ s disaster had exhausted their remaining funds. Many of the other circuses had begun to travel on trains, which allowed them to reach more towns faster.

      But as her grandfather always said whenever she brought up the subject: “Gerhardt Circus is a mudshow. It has always been a mudshow, will always be a mudshow, young lady, until the day I die.”

      Emma knew better than to argue with that tone. She would do whatever necessary to make sure Gerhardt Circus did not die. The circus was all she and her grandfather had beyond each other.

      So they buried their dead in the dark of night and kept their secrets from the local law. Circus people protected their own—and they punished their own. If the teufel lurked amongst them, the circus folk would learn the truth and take their own action. They couldn’t afford to allow the law to stop them from traveling to all the shows they’d booked for the summer. Another short season such as the last would mean the death of their dreams.

      Emma’s mind turned to another problem. How could she ask her grandfather about their new worker without sounding too curious? Grandfather frowned on any interest in men on her part, and he did not condone fraternizing between the laborers and the performers. If he thought she had any special interest in Johnny, there would be hell to pay.

      “Grandfather, I just met the new canvasman.” Emma attempted to make her voice casual and unconcerned. “What’s his story?”

      Her grandfather’s gaze flicked up to hers, and she raised her eyebrows in what she hoped was a curious, yet innocent, expression. “He wanted a job. We needed the help, so I hire him.”

      “You didn’t ask anything else about him?”

      “I got his name. He is able-bodied. What else is there?”

      “What if he’s the one? And you’ve invited him to travel with us?”

      “I doubt if the teufel would ask for a job, Emmaline.”

      “Why not? If asking for a job brings him closer to us.”

      “The werewolf has had no problem finding prey in the past. He would not need to resort to manual labor to get close to us. You are being ridiculous.” He waved his hand at her in dismissal.

      “If he’s not the one, then he’s in as much danger as the rest of us. Did you tell him?”

      Her grandfather’s gaze slid away from hers.

      “How could you hire him and not tell him what we’re facing?”

      “You wish to tell a stranger about the teufel? You wish to tell an outsider, an Italian?” He said the last word as if being Italian were a curse. “They do not understand the ways of our world. He would probably go into the next town and tell the law we are a pack of lunatics.”

      When Grandfather said things in that way, she didn’t want to tell Johnny anything. She had a mission to accomplish—destroy the werewolf so she could get on with her career. Still, she didn’t like deceiving anyone, especially when the deception would put a life at risk.

      “I don’t have to say there’s a teufel. Just that we’ve had some trouble. If he’s traveling with us all summer, he’ll hear something eventually. And tomorrow night is the full moon. What then?”

      “We will kill the evil one tomorrow. Then the problem will be solved.”

      “You didn’t kill it last time.”

      “The werewolf did not kill here last month. We were safe. We will take every precaution for safety again.”

      “And if you don’t kill the teufel. What then?”

      “Then we will tell him. Right now, I want no further mention of the subject.”

      Emma ignored his order, something she seemed to be doing with increasing frequency of late. “This new man doesn’t seem like a laborer to me. I wonder—”

      “Do not wonder. We need his help to make this season a success. Tell him nothing that would make him leave. Stay away from him, Emmaline. You have a great life ahead of you. Do not throw that away upon a drifter.”

      “Who said anything about throwing away my life?”

      “I worry. After what happened to my poor Francesca, I trust no man.”

      After so many years, Grandfather still mourned the loss of her mother, his only child. She had died alone in a broken-down cabin a few days past Emma’s second birthday. At seventeen, Francesca had run off with one of the laborers, Karl Monroe, a handsome, no-good drifter, and given birth to Emma a year later. By then Karl was a memory, and Francesca died from a raging fever and a broken heart. Emma’s grandfather had arrived to collect her and raised Emma from then on, just as he had raised Francesca after the death of Grandma.

      Emma remembered nothing of her mother; she only knew what she had been told. Whenever Francesca’s name was mentioned, she experienced two emotions, shame and loss, the litany she had learned from her grandfather. Love was never mentioned, nor forgiveness.

      “I don’t plan to get married until I find another man just like you, Grandfather Since you’re one of a kind, I guess you’ll have me around forever.”

      He smiled at her cajoling tone and returned his attention to the papers on his desk. Soon he was absorbed in his work, and Emma slipped out of the wagon.

      The crowd had disappeared; the sun fell fast, leaving true darkness in its wake. It was the last night before the full moon struck. A shiver took her, and she hugged herself, hoping the minute warmth would chase the terrible chill away.

      She needed to help with tearing down the canvas and loading the wagons so everyone could get some sleep. They’d be back up in a few hours and on their way toward the Door County Peninsula. At the circus, work always lurked beneath yond the sparkle and shine. Johnny what’s-his-name would have to wait until later.
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