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  "Dark Circus" Description




  




  A night at the circus spirals into terror...




  A traitorous fiance and a murderous stranger send straight-laced bookish Emmie Kirkwood fleeing into the night fog. But, the foggy night of 1870's London holds more than mysterious murderers, traitors, and other dark dangers. When a strange gas lamp appears at the side of the road, will it lead her to a place of refuge or a doom worse than what awaits her outside?




  Meanwhile, her would-be killer is still hot on her trail.




  A 11200 word steampunk suspense novelette in the Gateway Roadhouse Chronicles.




  CHAPTER ONE
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  Emmie Kirkwood clapped along with everyone else in the audience at the antics of a clown and a dressed-up bear. She shivered at the thought of being so near such a creature. Or the tiger jumping through hoops in the other ring.




  It was not a place she would have come on her own. Only by the side of her handsome intended, Daniel, and an appropriate chaperone would she step a foot in such a place. She might be a simple factory girl, but she had her standards.




  With three rings, and the balancing act up above them, it was hard to keep track of all the happenings. The exhaustion seeping through her didn't help. After working for twelve hours she ached everywhere.




  She'd worn her best dress, a simple frock of white with small flowers, for an outing such as this? The sounds, the booming announcements from the rings, the constant applause, the aromas of food, straw, animals, and sweaty people came together to set her on edge.




  In fact, it threatened to make her sick.




  "Look at the bear." Daniel offered her his small sack of snacks.




  She pushed his hand aside. "No, thank you."




  His mother grabbed the bag out of his hand. As she gobbled the contents she let out a loud belch, eliciting several disapproving glances from those sitting nearby.




  How could her prim and proper intended come from such a creature? Her dress hem was ragged, a patch on the sleeve, she reeked of alcohol, and Emmie was sure the woman wore no corset.




  Emmie smoothed the fabric of her dress, trying to concentrate on something else. Anything else.




  "You look pale, my dear," Daniel said, inclining his head towards her. "Perhaps you could use a touch of fresh air?"




  She gave him a wane smile, grasping her purse tightly in her hands. Just like Daniel to be so concerned. "Yes, I would like that."




  "Mother, we are going for a walk," Daniel said as he stepped past the rotund woman.




  His mother waved a hand, not paying him a bit of attention. "Bring back a sifter."




  "I do not believe she needs such a beverage at this time," Emmie said as they climbed down the stairs out of the benches.




  "If she wants one so bad, she will find it herself." Once on the flat dirt floor of the circus Daniel offered her his arm. "A walk for my lady."




  With a smile, she put her hand upon his arm. "On the arm of a fine gentleman. What could be better?"




  The crowd roared at something in the rings. She didn't turn back to see what it might be. She'd had enough of the circus for the night. They ducked out of one of the entrances and into the cool night. It meant they could not go back in without paying another fare, but she truly had no interest in doing so. She hoped Daniel would not insist.




  He guided her along the edge of the tent. She could still hear the roar of the crowds. The sound of a roaring animal joined the exuberance.




  "I cannot imagine the animals enjoy to be on such display," Emmie said, lifting a corner of her dress as they walked over a layer of hay.




  "They enjoy their daily food. They are animals, they know nothing else," Daniel said with a sniff. He pointed to one of the cages as they passed. A dark form lay in the middle of it, reflective eyes watching them in the light of the gaslamps. "See how it lounges, with no worries. This is a kinder life than it would have in the wild."




  The subject did not please her. She possessed decidedly different thoughts on the matter. She'd spoken of a wish to go out for an evening, but why did he feel this would appeal to her? A chaperoned quiet meal would have sufficed.




  Heavy carriages sat among the cages littering the ground. In some of them animals of different shapes and forms paced, some growling in their direction. Her hand tightened on Daniel's arm. This was not where she wished to discuss the future. Yet, she must.




  "Beloved, I know you have worked hard and long today," Emmie started.




  "As have you," Daniel said. "How is the factory?"




  Busy enough that her fingers ached from tending the mechanical looms, but she did not say it out loud. "My time went well."




  They turned away from the animal cages to the tall carriages used as homes by the circus performers. The small room she lived in would hardly be larger inside. The carriages appeared top-heavy, as if they could tip over at the slightest breeze, yet with their gayly painted exteriors and whimsical decorations, they invoked a sense of adventure and fun.




  An adventure beyond the dark and stifling factories sounded like heaven. She took courage in the hopes of something better, looking up at the clean-shaven face of the one whom she hoped would share her future. "Perhaps we could use our walk to discuss our future together?"




  "And what future might that be?"




  Emmie felt herself blush. She hated to be the one to bring it up herself. As the one she was engaged to marry, he should be the one.




  Now, having brought it up, she knew she must continue. She said in a small voice, "Our wedding day?"




  "Ah, now that might be a problem."




  The words were so far away from what she expected that she tripped. She gripped her skirts, trying to move the folds out of the way so she could regain her footing. She tried to look up in Daniel's face, but the darkness didn't allow her to see his expression.




  She soon realized they'd walked so far from the main circus tent that the applause and roars within were only a dull rumble. When did they move so far from the well-illuminated portion of the circus grounds?




  "Whatever do you mean, Daniel?" Emmie demanded, stopping near a cage. She intended to go no further until she had answers.




  A creature behind him growled deep and low, making Emmie shiver. He took her ice-cold hand from his sleeve and held it. "Emmie Kirkwood, my dear, a wedding cannot be."




  "What do you mean? I do not understand," she said, stuttering some of the words. Her mind flew through their courtship and his asking. She could not imagine any way she misconstrued Daniel's intentions. He'd asked for her hand in marriage in perfectly good King's English.




  "My wife would never allow it," he said, with a rumble of laughter.




  It took a moment for the words to sink in. As they did a growing sense of horror and disgust filled her, snatching away her breath. Her skin grew even colder.




  She snatched back her hand, feeling as if slapped in the face. "Wife?"
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