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“Parlor Tricks”
An Elemental Assassin Short Story
Jennifer Estep
“Acarnival? Really?”
Detective Bria Coolidge looked at me. “You don’t like carnivals?”
“Not particularly,” I said. “There are already enough people around here looking to con you without you having to actually pay for the privilege.”
Bria rolled her eyes. “That’s just a stereotype. Not all carnivals are looking to cheat folks.”
“I know that,” I said. “But I also know that this is Ashland. So if there was any place for a carnival to be crooked, this would be it.”
Bria didn’t answer me. She knew as well as I did that corruption was a way of life in our sprawling southern city, along with violence, magic, avarice, and greed. Cheating, beating, and even murdering your enemies wouldn’t get you jail time in Ashland so much as applause, admiration, and respect—and someone immediately plotting to take you down the same way you had your enemies.
My baby sister and I stood at the entrance to the Ashland Fairgrounds, a wide, grassy clearing that was nestled in among the Appalachian Mountains, which ran through and around the city. Tree-covered ridges towered over the clearing, giving the landscape a bowl-like shape. The fairgrounds hosted a variety of events throughout the year, everything from livestock shows to sporting events to camps for kids. On this warm June evening, it was the site of The Carnival of Wondrous Wonders! At least, that’s what the banner stretched above the entrance said.
Bria had parked her sedan in the gravel lot, and we’d eased into the stream of people heading for the white picket fence that cordoned off the clearing. Most of the other carnival goers were families with small kids or sullen teenagers looking to escape from Mom and Dad’s watchful eyes for a few hours. Bria looked a little out of place with her jeans, her blue button-up shirt, and the gold detective’s badge glinting on her belt, right next to her holstered gun. So did I with my boots, jeans, and long-sleeved black T-shirt.
“Well, look at it this way,” Bria said in a cheery voice. “The odds of anyone here knowing you are pretty slim. If nothing else, you can just relax and not have to worry about anyone trying to kill you tonight.”
Heh. I wouldn’t count on it.
By day, I was Gin Blanco, owner of the Pork Pit barbecue restaurant. By night, in the shadows, I was the Spider, Ashland’s most notorious assassin. Actually, I suppose these days I was more infamous than notorious, since most of the underworld thought—or at least suspected—that I was the Spider, the woman who’d killed powerful Fire elemental Mab Monroe back in the winter. As a result, many of the crime lords and ladies had sent men after me, trying to take me out, these past few months. With Mab’s death, all of the underworld movers and shakers were grappling for power, and some of them thought that murdering the Spider would go a long way toward cementing their position as the city’s new head honcho.
“Gin?”
“Okay, okay,” I grumbled. “You’re right about that. I doubt any of the crime bosses and their goons will be here tonight.”
A country-fried clown wearing blue-and-white gingham coveralls, a blue shirt, and brown boots that were about five sizes too big waddled over to us. Bits of straw stuck out of the pockets of his coveralls, while a battered straw hat was perched on top of his curly red wig. White pancake makeup covered his face, although it had started to run in the heat. His painted-on, oversize red lips were curled up into a garish grin, although red and blue tears also covered his face, as though he didn’t know whether he wanted to laugh or cry. I’d definitely cry if I had to walk around in that getup. Or kill the person who’d made me wear it. That would definitely turn my frown upside down.
Bria smiled at him, which the clown took as an invitation to dance around us, mock-tripping over his enormous boots. Finally, he reached inside his coveralls. I tensed, ready to tackle him if he came up with a weapon, but he was only going for a red balloon stashed away among the straw. He spent the better part of two minutes not-so-comically huffing and puffing, trying to blow it up, before he eventually succeeded. Then he danced around us again and started twisting the balloon into a man. When he was finished, the clown sidled up to me, probably hoping to get me to smile and laugh like Bria was.
“Go away,” I growled. “Or you’ll be crying real tears when I make you eat that balloon.”
The clown frowned, not quite sure whether I was joking, but I let the coldness seep into my gray eyes, and he got the message. He tucked his balloon man under his arm and quickly scurried away from me.
“Did you have to do that?” Bria asked, exasperation creeping into her light voice. “He’s a clown. He was just trying to do his job and entertain you.”
“No, I didn’t have to do that, but I don’t like clowns.”
“Is there anything about carnivals that you do like?”
I thought about it, then brightened. “Corn dogs. If they’re not too greasy.”
Bria shook her head.
“Look, I’m sorry. But when you said that you wanted me to help you with something, I didn’t expect this. Why are we here anyway?”
“Because I got a report about a missing girl, and this is the last place she was seen.” Bria reached into the back pocket of her jeans, drew out a photo, and handed it to me. “Her name’s Elizabeth Robbins. Sixteen. Parents died in a car wreck six months ago. She lives with her aunt, Fran, who’s one of the police department dispatchers. Fran said she dropped Elizabeth off here with some friends last night. The friends and Elizabeth got separated, and no one’s seen her since.”
“What else does Fran say?”
“She says that Elizabeth’s been acting out a little lately, cutting classes, things like that,” Bria replied. “But she says that Elizabeth always checks in and lets Fran know where she is and that it’s not like her to just disappear.”
“I’m guessing your fellow boys in blue weren’t too concerned about a missing girl,” I said. “At least, not one who isn’t related to someone wealthy and important, even if her aunt does work for the police department. They probably labeled her a runaway.”
She nodded. “You know it.”
Like almost every other institution in Ashland, the police department had more than its share of corruption. Most members of the po-po took bribes to look the other way, but my sister was one of the few good, honest cops on the force.
I stared at the photo. Elizabeth Robbins was a pretty girl. In fact, with her blond hair and blue eyes, she looked a lot like Bria. She was even wearing a necklace, the way Bria always did, although Elizabeth’s was a small diamond heart rather than Bria’s silverstone primrose rune. But the camera had captured the tightness in her young features and the shadows that clouded her gaze. This was a girl who was still grieving for her parents. I knew the feeling, since my mother and older sister had also died when I was young.
I started to hand the picture back to Bria, but she shook her head.
“Keep it. I have a copy.” She reached into her back pocket and drew out another photo.
I arched an eyebrow. “So you knew that I’d help you after you showed me her picture. Have I ever told you how much you excel at emotional manipulation?”
Bria grinned.
“Well, let’s get started,” I said. “Before that clown comes back.”
WE  SPENT  THE next hour roaming from one side of the fairgrounds to the other, looking at all of the carnival attractions. Game booths, concession stands, a Ferris wheel, and other spinning, whirling rides lined either side of a long thoroughfare. Smaller paths branched off the main drag and led to other areas, including a house of mirrors, a tent where a magician did tricks, and a petting zoo. Like the clown, everything had a southern feel to it, from the boiled and roasted peanuts sold in the concession stands, to the slow, twangy drawls of the carnival workers, to the Mountain High roller coaster, which, really, wasn’t more than ridge-high in these parts.
But the carnival really did have some wondrous wonders, thanks to all the magic users on staff. Fire elementals made flames shoot out of their fingertips before forming balls out of the flickering Fire and then juggling them. Crowds of kids squealed with excitement as an Air elemental took a group of colorful animal balloons and made the creatures float up and down and do loop-the-loops in the breeze, as though the plastic blue and pink bears, lions, and tigers were engaged in old-fashioned aerial combat. Dwarven and giant strongmen and strongwomen hefted miniature cars full of carousing clowns over their heads. There was even a drinking contest for vampires to see who in the crowd could down the most pints of blood in two minutes. The winner got a giant stuffed bat.
I let Bria take the lead. She showed the missing girl’s picture to the carnival workers, but they all shook their heads and said they didn’t remember seeing Elizabeth. Nothing unusual there. It was Friday night, and the carnival grew more crowded by the minute. The workers were all rushing to get folks their food, get them on the rides, and get them involved in—and shelling out dollars for—the games.
But the more people Bria asked about the girl, the more convinced I became that something was wrong.
For one thing, everyone was too damn friendly. Instead of being pissed that Bria was interrupting them, they all smiled and politely nodded at her. Sure, she was a detective, but they had customers to see to and money to make. They should have been more upset that she was cutting into their profit margins. Then there was the fact that staff members were passing signals to each other. As soon as Bria started to move on to the next booth, the worker she’d left behind would either pull out his cell phone and text something on it or make a hand gesture to another carnival member standing nearby. Now, that could have been standard stuff: Be nice to the po-po or anyone else asking questions, but warn each other all the same. Still, the most telling thing was the way all the workers’ eyes slid away from the photo and how the smiles dropped from their faces the second Bria turned her back to them.
Oh, yes. Something was definitely wrong here.
Bria finished talking to the vampire running the ring toss. He moved off to give some metal rings to a group of kids to throw at the poles that were the targets. She watched him for a few seconds, then turned to me.
“Do you get the feeling all these folks know more than they’re telling?” she asked in a low voice.
“Absolutely,” I replied. “Not to mention the fact that they’re all watching us.”
Bria’s eyes cut left and right as we walked down the thoroughfare. Her face tightened as she noticed all the furtive looks that came our way from the workers, especially since they stared at her more than they did me, their features dark, troubled, and twisted with fear. I wondered if it was because of the badge on her belt or for some other reason. Maybe they were nervous because she was a cop. Or maybe they were worried she’d figure out what happened to Elizabeth Robbins—and their part in it.
Either way, Bria kept showing the girl’s picture and asking about her. I watched my sister’s back, ready to reach for one of the five silverstone knives I had on me—two up my sleeves, one against the small of my back, and two in my boots. My weapons of choice as the Spider. But everybody remained just as sugary-sweet as the candy cotton they were selling, and no one made any sinister moves. Still, I thought it was just a matter of time before someone tried something—and I would be ready for them when they did.
Finally, around nine o’clock, a bugle sounded, and everyone headed toward the center of the fairgrounds, where a series of wooden bleachers had been arranged around a circular stage. Bria grabbed one of the pink fliers the country clowns had been passing out, and she read through the colorful, splashy type.
“It says this is the main show,” she said as we climbed to the top row. “And that we should be prepared to be awed and amazed.”
“Awed and amazed. Check.”
We sat down, and the red-, blue-, and green-tinged spotlights focused on the stage dimmed, and shadows fell over the fairgrounds, causing the crowd to slowly hush. A lone white light snapped on, highlighting the center of the stage. A low drumroll rang out, slowly growing louder and louder until my brain pounded from the ominous sound—
BANG!
The sharp, sudden explosion was even louder than the thunderous drumroll, and the noise reverberated through the fairgrounds, echoing up the ridges that surrounded the clearing and back down again. For a moment, everything went dark, making more than a few folks scream in surprise. Then the lone spotlight snapped back on. Pale green smoke billowed up into the starry night sky, and a woman appeared in the middle of the stage to the strains of triumphant music.
Ta-da.
The woman wore a short red ringmaster’s coat over a ruffled white silk shirt and black satin short-shorts. Black tights encased her lean, long legs, while a pair of black stiletto boots gave her a few more inches of height. She bowed low, removing her tall black top hat and showing off her hair, which was a rich strawberry blond and piled on top of her head in an artful array of soft curls.
“I thought this was a carnival, not a circus,” I muttered to Bria.
“Shhh.”
The woman straightened up. She waved her hand, and a summer breeze gusted through the clearing, whipping away all the wispy strands of green smoke that were hovering over the stage. So she was an Air elemental, then—a strong one, judging from the sharp burst of power I felt rolling off her. I was an elemental myself, gifted with Ice and Stone magic. Since my elements were the opposite of hers, the woman’s Air power felt like invisible needles stabbing into my skin. Her magic also made the scars embedded in my palms itch and burn. Each of the marks was shaped like a small circle surrounded by eight thin rays—a spider rune, my rune, the symbol for patience. Something I would need a lot of if this show was as cheesy and over-the-top as the rest of the carnival.
I shifted in my seat, trying to get away from the uncomfortable sensation of the other elemental’s power, although I knew that it would vanish as soon as she quit using her magic. Beside me, Bria did the same thing, since she had Ice magic as well. She didn’t like the feel of Air power any more than I did.
“Greetings, kind friends!” the woman proclaimed in a voice that was almost as loud as the smoke explosion had been. “I am Esmeralda the Amazing, and I’m here to welcome you to our wonderful carnival!”
The crowd politely clapped. Esmeralda beamed and bowed low again, accepting the applause.
“And now,” she purred, “be prepared to be awed . . . and amazed!”
Zippy, cartoonish music blared to life, and the colorful spotlights zoomed this way and that as a variety of performers ran, tumbled, cartwheeled, and took pratfalls across the stage. For the next half hour, Esmeralda narrated the action as carnival members performed trick after trick. Clowns goofed off and tried to escape from the strongmen and -women who tossed them back and forth like rag dolls. Acrobats tumble-tumble-tumbled before forming swaying human pyramids, while a guy coaxed a black bear to roll back and forth on top of an oversize red ball embossed with white stars. There was even a woman dressed up like a superhero—Karma Girl, I think—who got shot out of a cannon.
All around me, folks laughed and cheered and clapped and whistled. But I tuned out the cacophony and looked past the bright lights and blur of movement onstage. One by one, my eyes scanned the shadows and all the workers behind the scenes manning the lights, sound system, smoke cannons, and all the other things that went into such a production.
I wondered if this was where Elizabeth had been taken.
It would be easy to snatch someone out of the crowd. With night already settled in, and all the spotlights focused on the stage, deep, dark shadows surrounded the bleachers. All you’d have to do was wait for someone to get up to go get a drink or snack, follow them under the bleachers, and either rob, murder, or spirit them off to parts unknown. Since Elizabeth’s body hadn’t been found, I was assuming whoever had grabbed her had gone with the third option.
I wondered what they’d wanted with the girl. Lots of terrible things happened in Ashland on a daily basis. Beatings, robberies, murders. Maybe Elizabeth had caught the eye of an unsavory character. Maybe someone had tried to mug her and she’d fought back. Maybe she’d seen something she shouldn’t have. Any one of those or a dozen other scenarios could have taken place, and I had no way of knowing which one.
The only thing I did know was that something was going on at this so-called Carnival of Wondrous Wonders. The workers had all been too polite to Bria and too prepared to say that they hadn’t seen anything at all, almost like they’d been expecting those very types of questions about a missing girl. In fact, the whole thing seemed like a drill they’d gone through many times before, right down to their quick, pat denials.
Finally, the clowns, the dancing bear, and the other performers left the stage, leaving Esmeralda alone once more.
“And now for our final performance of the evening,” she said.
The stage went dark. The bombastic music swelled for a few seconds before giving way to that low, booming drumroll. The lights dimmed again, then—
BANG!
“The Wheel of Death!” Esmeralda called out.
A spotlight snapped on, highlighting a large white wheel with four spokes on it, two at the top and two at the bottom. The crowd oohed and aahed right on cue.
Esmeralda held out her hand, and another spotlight lit up the stage. “Please welcome Arturo the Most Magnificent Bladesman!”
BANG!
More noise, more smoke, more theatrics. Esmeralda used another blast of her Air magic to sweep the smoke away, and a man appeared in the second spotlight—a giant who was almost seven feet tall, with slicked-back black hair and a long, drooping black mustache that curled up at the ends. He was dressed in a sleeveless green silk shirt and black pants, but the most interesting thing about him was the black leather sash he had slung over his wide, muscular chest—one that practically bristled with knives.
I perked up. I liked knives.
Bria noticed my sudden interest in the show. I couldn’t hear above the crowd noise, but I thought she snorted, either in disgust or amusement. I wasn’t sure which one.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” Esmeralda proclaimed, “watch in awe and wonder as I brave the Wheel of Death!”
The crowd oohed and aahed some more as Arturo took Esmeralda’s arm and escorted her over to the wheel. She threw her top hat into the crowd, blew everyone a kiss, then turned and put her back against the wheel. She reached up and grabbed the two spokes at the top while she rested her stiletto boots against the two spokes at the bottom, forming a star shape with her body. One of the clowns got back up onstage and started turning a hand crank to made the Wheel of Death go ’round and ’round.
Arturo and Esmeralda bantered back and forth for a minute before the giant pulled one of the knives from his sash. He used it to slice an apple that another clown handed to him, supposedly proving how razor-sharp the weapon was, then turned his attention to Esmeralda. Arturo held his knife out and frowned, his bushy black eyebrows drawing together in exaggerated concentration, as though this were the very first time he’d ever done his shtick.
Thunk!
A knife landed beside Esmeralda’s right arm, inches away from her dainty wrist.
Thunk!
Another knife, this one close to her left wrist.
Thunk!
Thunk!
Two more knives, one on either side of her legs.
And on and on it went, the crowd gasping at every safe throw, until Arturo had used all the knives in his sash and the Wheel of Death looked more like a pincushion than the cheap plywood it was. Finally, the contraption stopped, and Esmeralda got off. This time she was the one who plucked a knife from the wood. She turned to face Arturo, and the crowd collectively sucked in an excited breath as folks realized what she was about to do. Esmeralda paused and furrowed her lovely brow with the same dramatic effect Arturo had used before, then threw the weapon at him.
The giant caught the knife between his teeth.
Ta-da.
I knew it was a trick, misdirection and sleight of hand, but I had to admit that they pulled it off well. I might have even believed it was real if I hadn’t felt another gust of Esmeralda’s Air magic sweep across the stage, blowing a bit of smoke over Arturo and obscuring him at just the right moment to help with the illusion.
She took Arturo’s hand, and they both bowed low before—BANG!—disappearing in another puff of green smoke.
Everyone in the crowd surged to their feet, clapping, whistling, and cheering. Even I joined in and politely applauded.
“Don’t tell me the Wheel of Death finally impressed you,” Bria said as we trudged down the bleachers with everyone else.
“Parlor tricks are all well and good if flash is all you’re going for,” I said. “But we both know that I use my knives for more . . . practical purposes.”
Bria snorted again, but she gestured at the stage. “Come on. Since it looks like Esmeralda is the big attraction around here, let’s go see if she knows anything about Elizabeth.”
“Don’t hold your breath.”
She shrugged. “If I ask enough people enough questions, somebody will let something slip. They always do.”
I followed her to the stage. Esmeralda and Arturo had reappeared and were autographing carnival fliers and posing for pictures. Bria and I stood by and waited until they finished with their fans. I eyed the knives, which had been tucked back into Arturo’s sash. They looked like decent blades, if a bit thin, but I could tell by the way the edges glinted that they were as sharp as he’d claimed them to be onstage. The giant himself was extremely muscular and showed off his enormous strength by picking up a couple of kids and bench-pressing them over his head, one in each hand, while their parents took pictures.
Finally, all the autographs had been signed, all the photos had been taken, and the crowd drifted away, leaving Esmeralda and Arturo alone together. My sister stepped up to them and plastered a polite smile on her face.
“Hi, I’m Detective Bria Coolidge with the Ashland Police Department. I was wondering if I might have a few moments of your time. . . .”
She told them about Elizabeth and showed them the missing girl’s picture. Arturo gave it a cursory glance and shrugged, but Esmeralda took the photo from Bria and studied it carefully. Then she too shrugged and handed it back.
“Sorry, Detective,” Esmeralda said. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen her. As you can see, we get quite a few teenagers in here—hard for one of them to stand out. Why, we had such a large group from Cypress Mountain that they practically took over the whole fairgrounds a few nights ago.”
Bria nodded. That was pretty much the same line that all of the other workers had given her, although it sounded much smoother and far more sincere coming from Esmeralda. She definitely knew how to sell her act.
The ringmaster looked at Bria and smiled. “But you, on the other hand, are quite striking. Has anyone ever told you what lovely skin you have? Why, it’s practically flawless.”
“Um, thanks,” Bria said.
Esmeralda kept staring at my sister, as though Bria were a sculpture she was admiring. Up close, I could see that the ringmaster was pretty flawless herself, actually. Her skin was as pale and smooth as freshly fallen snow. Rich red highlights shimmered in her blond hair, while her eyes were a dark hazel, with flecks of gold flashing in the whiskey-colored depths.
Arturo noticed his boss’s interest in Bria, and he peered at my sister a little more closely before glancing at Esmeralda. He raised his eyebrows in a silent question. She winked at him, and he nodded.
The quick exchange made me wonder what they were up to. I tensed a little, once again ready to reach for one of my knives if Arturo came at us, but he turned and headed toward the main thoroughfare. I wondered where he was going, but I didn’t follow him. Keeping Bria in my sights was much more important.
Esmeralda didn’t say anything to me. In fact, she didn’t so much as glance at me, but I was used to that. My dark chocolate-brown hair and gray eyes weren’t nearly as striking as Bria’s classic features.
Finally, Bria cleared her throat. “Anyway, thanks for your help. I appreciate it and how nice all your workers have been, taking the time to look at the photo.”
Esmeralda waved her hand. Her long nails were the same bloodred as her jacket. “No problem at all, Detective. You look thirsty. Be sure to get something to eat and drink before you head home for the night. The carnival stays open until midnight. Tell Cathy that Em sent you and she’ll give you a discount. I always like to help out local law enforcement. Why, it’s just disgraceful, the poor salaries they pay such decent, honest, hardworking folks like you.”
I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. She obviously didn’t know how corrupt the police were in Ashland. With all the bribes they took, crooked cops around here did just fine. Some of them even had mansions up in Northtown, the rich, fancy, highfalutin part of town.
“Thanks,” Bria said, managing to keep her face smoother than mine. “We’ll do that.”
Esmeralda gave us another beaming smile and moved over to talk to one of the acrobats. But she kept her eyes fixed on Bria the whole time.
“Let’s get out of here,” I murmured to my sister.
“Yeah,” Bria said. “This place is starting to weird me out.”
“It’s taken this long?”
She shrugged. We left the stage area and walked down the main drag back toward the entrance.
“Come on,” Bria said. “I missed dinner, so we might as well eat before we go. I’m starving.”
We got in line at one of the concession stands that bore the name Cathy’s Sweets, although it looked like Cathy was serving up the usual carnival fare—burgers, fries, and all the greasy fixings in between. Smoke from the grill drifted out of the stand, mixing with the smells of sizzling meat, fresh-cut lemons, and cinnamon. I breathed in, enjoying the flavorful aromas, and my stomach rumbled in anticipation. Finally, it was our turn to order.
“What can I get you?” The woman behind the counter gave us a tired, uninterested look.
“I’ll have a grilled chicken sandwich, onion rings, and a sweet iced tea,” Bria said.
“And you?” The woman looked at me.
“Give me a lemonade, two corn dogs with spicy mustard, fries, a cinnamon-sugar pretzel, and a cone of cherry cotton candy,” I replied.
Bria blanched a little at my choices, but she pulled some money out of her jeans pocket and handed it over the counter. A few minutes later, we sat down at a blue plastic picnic table to the right of the stand. Since the main show of the night was over, the crowd had thinned out quite a bit, and we were the only ones sitting in the shadows. I scanned the area. Once again I felt the eyes of the carnival workers on me, but since it didn’t seem like any of them were going to be stupid enough to approach us, I took a sip of my lemonade, then picked up one of my corn dogs.
“Do you know how disgusting that is?” Bria asked, wrinkling her nose. “Not to mention what it’s going to do to your heart and arteries.”
“It’s meat on a stick, batter-dipped and deep-fried,” I said. “If Finn were here, he’d say that it was nature’s perfect food.”
My sister smiled at the mention of Finnegan Lane, who happened to be her significant other as well as my foster brother. “Yeah, well, Finn doesn’t need to eat that stuff any more than you do.”
Instead of answering her, I dipped the corn dog in the mustard and took a big bite of it. The spicy heat of the mustard tickled my tongue, while the cornmeal batter on the meat was crispy on the outside but soft and fluffy on the inside. I was as hungry as Bria was, and we both downed our food. I even managed to convince her to eat some of the pretzel and cotton candy. She grumbled about all the sugar going straight to her ass, but she sighed with contentment after she took the first bite of the light-as-air cotton candy.
“This was actually pretty good,” Bria said when we finished.
She stood, grabbed her empty, greasy plates, and dumped them in a nearby trash can. She turned back to me and stopped, slapping at something on her neck. A second later, she crumpled to the ground.
“Bria? Bria!”
I leaped to my feet and started to go over to her, but something stung my arm. I looked down. A red-feathered dart stuck out of my bicep. I cursed and immediately yanked out the dart, even though I knew it was already too late.
“Damn . . . tranquilizer . . . guns,” I mumbled as the realization of what happened flitted through my mind.
I whirled around, searching for my attacker, but everything was fuzzy and distorted, as though I were staring at it through one of those freaky carnival mirrors. Still, I stumbled forward, heading toward Bria so I could see whether she was still breathing. Even as I tried to get to her, I was aware of someone slinking through the shadows, moving closer and closer to us. I blinked and Arturo came into focus for a moment. The giant was holding a small gun in his beefy hand.
Esmeralda’s voice drifted out of the darkness: “Get them out of sight. Quickly.”
That bitch had Arturo drug us, probably with the same tranquilizers they used on the dancing bear. She was going to pay for that—in blood. Even as I tried to palm one of my knives to fight back, everything grew fuzzier than before.
The ground rushed up to meet my face. My eyes closed, and the world went black.
I WOKE UP with my neck twisted at an awkward angle. At first I thought that I was at home in bed, but then the night came rushing back to me. Carnival. Missing girl. Questioning the workers. Esmeralda and her Wheel of Death. The dart stinging my arm.
Since I didn’t know where I was or who might be watching, I kept still, although I cracked my eyes open.
I was in a cage.
Someone had tossed me in a cage, although the bars were made of thick wood instead of metal. My body was sprawled across a bed of hay, which reeked of some animal, probably one of the goats from the petting zoo. The musty stench made my nose itch and twitch, but I held back my sneeze. Unconscious people did not sneeze.
I didn’t hear any movement, so I risked opening my eyes a little more. It looked like I was in some sort of makeshift barn. Old, weathered boards formed the walls before arching up to create the roof. A few more wooden cages like the one I was in sat inside the building, but the rest of them were empty. Tools and other odds and ends covered the walls, and I spotted the dancing bear’s big red ball slowly listing from side to side in the corner.
But the most important thing in the barn was Bria.
My sister was a few feet away from me, propped up in one of the clown cars. I watched her a few seconds. Her chest rose and fell with a steady rhythm, and some of my worry eased. She was still breathing, which meant that everything else that might have been done to her could be fixed. All I had to do was get us out of here.
Too bad I didn’t have my knives to help me with that.
Arturo must have searched us, because I spotted my silverstone knives sitting on a wooden table a few feet away from the clown car. Bria’s gun and badge were also lying there—
A low moan sounded, and I slowly turned my head to the side.
Elizabeth Robbins lay in another clown car off to my left.
She barely resembled the young, pretty girl in the photo Bria had given me. Her skin was waxy and gray, and her face had a hollow, gaunt, sunken look, as though she was on the verge of death. Her blond hair was matted, and large clumps of it had fallen out. The golden strands littered her slumped shoulders like the hay in my cage. The only reason I knew it was her was because she was wearing the same diamond heart necklace as in the photo Bria had shown me.
What the hell had happened to the girl? I didn’t know, but I was going to get her and Bria out of here before things got any worse. I started to reach for my Ice magic to create a set of lockpicks so I could get out of my cage when the barn door opened and Esmeralda and Arturo stepped inside.
“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Arturo said as he hurried after the ringmaster. “I mean, this chick is a cop. Not some moody teenage girl.”
“Are you kidding me? Did you not see her? She’s perfect,” Esmeralda said.
I kept my eyes open just wide enough to watch the ringmaster lean down and stare at my sister once more. She stroked Bria’s cheek, lightly digging her nails into my sister’s flesh.
“All that lovely, lovely skin,” Esmeralda murmured, then clucked her tongue. “Youth truly is wasted on the young.”
“But someone’s sure to come looking for her,” Arturo said. “Who knows how many people she told that she was coming here tonight? Not to mention all those knives that the other chick had on her. You don’t carry quality blades like that unless you know how to use them. You’re taking a big risk with them.”
Esmeralda turned to glare at him with cold eyes. “And so are you, for even daring to question me. So shut your mouth and lock the door. It’s time to get started. We need to be gone from here in the morning.”
Arturo stabbed his index finger at Elizabeth, who hadn’t stirred since letting out that one moan. “And what about her? I thought you were going to drain her the rest of the way tonight.”
Esmeralda shrugged. “Not now, not when I have such a fine specimen here. Crack her skull open and dump her body in some cave in the woods like you usually do. I don’t care—just make sure that she disappears. At least long enough for us to get out of town.”
Drain her? What were they talking about? Esmeralda was an elemental, not a vampire.
I got my answer a second later when Esmeralda crawled into the clown car right next to Bria. She spent a few minutes fussing, moving first one way, then the other, as though she needed to be as comfortable as possible for whatever foul thing she was planning. Finally, Esmeralda took Bria’s hand, and her hazel eyes began to glow with her Air magic.
And I watched while she took my sister’s life and made it her own.
The rosy, healthy flush in Bria’s cheeks slowly faded away, replaced by a dull, sickly pallor, and her face started to take on the same gaunt look that Elizabeth’s had. Esmeralda sighed with contentment, and I realized that her skin was growing brighter, warmer, almost as if she was taking the glow from Bria’s cheeks and putting it into her own.
My eyes narrowed. That’s exactly what she was doing. My friend Jolene “Jo-Jo” Deveraux was an Air elemental, one who used her magic to heal folks. Jo-Jo grabbed hold of oxygen and all the other natural gases in the air and used those molecules to clean wounds, restore vitality, and put ripped skin back together. Esmeralda had the same sort of power, only she was using her Air magic and all those molecules to pull Bria’s health and well-being into her own body. Draining the life out of my sister like a vampire sucking someone dry of blood, until there would be nothing left of her and she would die.
I wondered how many girls she’d done this to over the years. The carnival was the perfect cover for something like this. No doubt Esmeralda had Arturo snatch up a girl or two at every town the carnival visited, drained them, disposed of their bodies, then packed up and moved on before anyone realized exactly what had happened. A nice little murderous scheme.
Well, it was going to stop—right now.
Arturo was busy watching Esmeralda, so he didn’t see me wrap my hands around two of the wooden bars on my cage. Forget the lockpicks, and fuck being subtle. Not with these monsters. I reached for my Ice magic, letting the cool power bubble up from the deepest part of me. Cold silver lights flared, centered on the spider rune scars embedded in my palms, and I pushed the power outward. It took me only a second to completely coat the bars with an inch of elemental Ice, pushing it into all of the tiny holes and cracks in the wood.
Esmeralda must have sensed me using my magic, because her head turned in my direction. She realized that I was awake and trying to break free. She snapped her fingers at Arturo.
“Get her!” she hissed, tightening her grip on Bria’s hand.
“Don’t worry,” I snarled. “I’m coming out.”
I sent out a burst of magic, shattering the elemental Ice that had been driven deep into the wood. My cage bars snapped like matchsticks under my fingers.
Arturo hurried over to the cage, but I was quicker. I crawled out and stayed on the ground, waiting until he was in range. Then I lashed out with my foot, catching the giant in the knee. His leg buckled and he put a hand on the ground to keep from falling flat on his face. He staggered upright, and I got to my feet and darted forward so that I stood right in front of him.
Then, looking him in the eye, I grabbed one of the knives out of his leather sash and stabbed him in the chest with it.
He screamed. I smiled and twisted the knife in deeper, just as I had a hundred times before as the Spider. Blood spurted from the wound, spattering onto my hand, face, and clothes, but I didn’t care. The giant would be bleeding a hell of a lot more before I was through with him—and so would his sick, twisted bitch of a boss.
Arturo screamed again and swung his fist at me. This time I reached for my Stone magic and used it to harden my skin into an impenetrable shell. The giant’s fist plowed into my chin. The sharp, strong blow didn’t break any of my bones, thanks to my magic, but there was still enough force behind Arturo’s punch to throw me off him.
I slammed into the dancing bear’s ball and bounced off it, but as soon as I hit the floor, I scrambled right back up onto my feet, still clutching his knife. Arturo and I faced each other, about twenty feet of empty space between us. Apparently, the giant thought this was going to be a repeat performance of what he’d done onstage earlier. He reached for the knives in his sash and started throwing them at me—only this time he wasn’t looking to miss. No, this time, he aimed for my heart.
Thunk!
Thunk! Thunk!
Thunk!
Since I was still holding on to my Stone power, I didn’t bother ducking Arturo’s knives. The blades bounced harmlessly off my magic-hardened skin and clattered to the barn floor, tumbling every which way. Instead, I ran toward him even as he backed up. But he wasn’t paying attention to where he was going, and he bumped up against another one of the clown cars. Arturo’s arms windmilled and he ended up with his ass in the bottom of the car and his long legs dangling over the side. He raised his hands, trying to fend me off, but I smashed my Stone-hardened fist into his face, snapping his head back.
“Catch this between your teeth,” I growled.
Then I rammed his own knife into the bastard’s throat.
Arturo arched back, clawing at the blade in his windpipe, so I obliged him by ripping it out. Blood sprayed everywhere, as bright, thick, and runny as the greasepaint the clowns wore. Wheezing all the while, the giant clutched his throat with both hands, as if that would save him from the brutal, fatal wound. But after several seconds, his hands slipped off his bloody throat and his dark eyes grew blank and glassy—
A blast of Air magic threw me across the barn.
It was like being picked up and hurled by a tornado, but I managed to hold on to my Stone power as I smacked into the far wall. The tools there rattled from the sudden violent disruption, but they stayed on their pegs. Another gust of wind picked me up and tossed me against the wall again before turning me around and holding me there, two feet off the ground.
I glared at Esmeralda, who climbed out of the clown car and slowly approached me, one hand held out in front of her to help her control the gusts of Air swirling around me. The ringmaster’s eyes glowed a bright hazel as she used her magic to keep me right where she wanted me.
“I’ll kill you for daring to interfere with Esmeralda the Amazing!” she bellowed.
“Oh, don’t make promises you can’t keep, sugar,” I drawled.
I pushed back against her magic with my own Ice and Stone power, raised my arm, and chucked the knife I was still holding at her.
Esmeralda shrieked, threw her hands up, and sent out a haphazard burst of Air magic. The sharp gust of wind knocked the knife off course, and the weapon sailed harmlessly off to the left. But my toss had ruined her concentration, and the feel of her Air magic quickly died down to a mere whisper of a breeze. I slid down the wall onto my feet, then grabbed another one of Arturo’s knives from where it had landed on the floor and headed in her direction.
But the bitch recovered fast. She tossed another blast of Air magic my way, forcing me back while she sprinted for the barn door. I started after her, but my feet got tangled up in a pile of oversize clown boots. Cursing, I broke free of the mess even though I knew I wasn’t going to be quick enough to catch her before she ran outside—
Click.
Esmeralda knew that sound as well as I did. She froze, then slowly turned around. Bria had one hand braced on the side of the clown car to hold herself upright. With her other hand, she pointed her gun at the ringmaster’s chest.
Sometime during the fight, my sister had woken up, climbed out of the clown car, and stumbled over to the table where her gun was. Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy of Esmeralda not to have put the weapon somewhere more secure. Then again, she hadn’t planned on Bria ever waking up to use it.
Bria leveled the gun at the ringmaster’s heart. “Needless to say, you are under arrest,” she growled.
Esmeralda stayed where she was, although I could see her trying to think of a way to escape. I moved over to stand beside my sister, careful not to get in her line of fire.
“You okay?” I asked.
Bria nodded. “Other than feeling completely exhausted, I’m fine. What did she do to me?”
“The same thing she did to Elizabeth and I’m guessing a lot of other girls,” I said. “She was using her Air magic to pull the life out of you.”
Esmeralda laughed, the ugly sound bouncing around inside the barn. “Not the life, you idiot. The beauty.”
“And what would you need with my beauty?” Bria asked. “You have plenty of your own.”
Esmeralda let out another laugh, then gestured at her own face and body. “Please. You have no idea how long and hard I’ve worked to look this way. The diets, the face creams, the makeup. And when I was finally perfect, do you know what happened?”
Neither Bria nor I answered her, but we didn’t have to.
“Old age,” Esmeralda hissed, as though it were the vilest thing ever. “Gray hair, wrinkles, sagging skin. Nobody wants to see that. Nobody pays to see the old crone at the carnival. They all want to stare at the pretty young woman in the center of the ring. But I figured out a way to stop it—to stop all of it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And all you had to do was kill a bunch of innocent girls.”
Esmeralda shrugged. “Youth is wasted on the young—and so is beauty. If they weren’t strong enough to keep theirs, then that was their fault—not mine.”
“Well, it’s over,” Bria said. “You’re going to jail, where you belong. I wonder how long it will take for all that stolen beauty of yours to fade. What do you think, Gin? Six months?”
“Nah,” I said. “Not with all that magic she wasted trying to kill me. I’d give her a month, two tops, before she looks her real age, whatever that is. It won’t be pretty, though, will it, Esmeralda? Sad, since we know that’s all you really care about.”
Panic filled the ringmaster’s eyes, and her gaze darted left and right, but there was no way out and nowhere for her to run. The witch had finally been caught, and soon everyone would see her exactly as she was—warts, wrinkles, and all.
“I’d rather die!” she screamed.
Esmeralda reached for her Air magic to throw at us. I tightened my grip on the knife in my hand and headed toward her, determined to end the ringmaster once and for all—
Crack! Crack! Crack!
Bria shot her in the chest three times.
Esmeralda’s eyes bulged in pain and surprise. Her mouth opened wide, as though she were going to scream, but the only sound that escaped her lips was a soft rasp, like the air leaking out of a balloon. She toppled over onto the floor, blood soaking into the hay around her.
I waited until my ears quit ringing, then looked at my sister. “What did you do that for? I would have taken care of her.”
“I know,” Bria said in a grim voice. “But who knew what else she might have tried to do to you with her Air magic? She might have tried to suffocate you with it or something worse. I didn’t want to take that chance, and I especially didn’t want her to hurt you like she hurt me—like she hurt all those other girls.”
I nodded. Bria protecting me, caring about me, fighting side by side with me, was something that I was still getting used to, after her being gone for so many years. But keeping your family safe no matter what was a need I understood all too well. Sometimes I thought it was the only thing I understood. Well, that and retribution. And sometimes they were one and the same.
Bria grabbed her badge off the table while I tucked my knives away in their usual slots. Then we both walked over to look at the ringmaster—at least, what was left of her. Death had snuffed out the magic that had sustained Esmeralda, and her body was already starting to deteriorate. Wrinkles grooved her once-smooth skin, gray streaked her hair, and her perfect bloodred nails had come free from her gnarled, knotted fingers. She looked like she’d been dead for months instead of just a few minutes.
“How old do you think she was?” Bria asked.
I shrugged. “Doesn’t much matter now, does it? Because she’s as dead as can be.”
While Bria pulled her cell phone out of her jeans and called her fellow boys in blue to report what had happened, I went over to the clown car where Elizabeth was lying.
I put my hand on her forehead. She was cool to the touch, but she was still alive. Jo-Jo could take care of the rest. Elizabeth jerked awake at the feel of my hand on her skin, her eyes wide with panic and fear. I gently squeezed her shoulder, letting her know that everything was all right. After a moment, when she realized that it wasn’t Esmeralda looming over her, her face relaxed.
“It’s okay, sweetheart,” I said in a gentle voice. “You’re safe now.”
Elizabeth nodded, and her eyes slid shut in exhaustion once more. “I used to like the carnival,” she muttered. “Not anymore.”
I smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. “I know the feeling.”
BRIA AND I were at the carnival late into the night. In addition to calling the cops, Bria also dialed Fran, the girl’s aunt. I watched as Fran got out of her car, ran over to where Elizabeth was resting in the back of Bria’s sedan, and hugged her niece tight. Jo-Jo would be here in a few minutes to fully heal her, and the girl would be as pretty and right as rain again soon enough.
Bria said something to them, then headed in my direction. I was sitting on top of the picket fence that lined the clearing, and she hopped up next to me.
“Elizabeth should be fine in a few days,” she said. “It looks like Esmeralda didn’t do any lasting damage. I talked to Jo-Jo on the phone. She said that since Esmeralda didn’t fully drain Elizabeth, it’s sort of like Elizabeth is suffering from severe dehydration. Some Air magic and a lot of fluids, and she’ll be okay.”
I nodded. “Good.”
“I also called Finn and asked him to do some research into the carnival,” Bria said. “He found an old newspaper article from the early 1800s that talked about a traveling Carnival of Wondrous Wonders. The main attraction was a knife-throwing act that featured a particularly beautiful woman.”
“Esmeralda the Amazing.”
She nodded. “There’s no telling how many people she murdered over the centuries to keep herself young. Dozens, maybe even hundreds. We’ve already started contacting law enforcement agencies in other towns where the carnival passed through so we can look into all of the missing-persons reports.”
I figured it would turn out to be something like that. “What about the other carnival workers? Were they all involved in it?”
Bria shook her head. “Apparently, Arturo was the only one who actually helped her abduct and kill the girls. The other workers were never allowed into that barn they set up at every carnival site, so they never actually saw what Esmeralda did to the girls. The workers were suspicious, but mostly they were too afraid of Esmeralda to really look into it. I need to get back and finish interviewing them. It shouldn’t take too much longer.”
“I’ll wait for you,” I said.
Bria nodded, hopped off the fence, and moved back into the crowd of cops. The carnival workers also milled around, looking shell-shocked. I wondered what would happen to the carnival now—if it would continue on or if the workers would have to find another one to join. I had a feeling that the wondrous wonders would be no more, just like Esmeralda and Arturo.
Since Bria was busy, I left my perch on the fence and wandered back through the carnival. Finally, I wound up at the main stage. I climbed the steps and looked out at the bleachers. They were empty now, but I could almost hear the roar of the crowd, feel the heat of the spotlight, see everyone’s eager eyes fixed on me. Esmeralda had loved this so much that she’d murdered for it. Well, I supposed people have murdered for less—including me.
I was about to leave the stage when I noticed a tin pail of apples sitting next to the Wheel of Death. I looked around, but no one was in sight, so I walked over and grabbed an apple. I skewered the fruit on a piece of plywood that had splintered on the wheel—right where Esmeralda’s heart would have been, if she had been on the contraption. When I was satisfied the apple would stay in place, I cranked up the Wheel of Death until it was spinning around and around at a dizzying pace. Then I walked to the opposite side of the stage, several feet behind where Arturo had stood.
I palmed one of my silverstone knives. I hefted it in my hand a moment, then tossed it up, caught it by the blade, and threw it at the spinning wheel.
Thunk!
The apple exploded into pieces.
Ta-da.
I grinned. The wheel slowed down, and I went over and pulled my knife out of the plywood. I flipped the blade up into the air before catching it with ease and giving a low bow to the empty bleachers.
“This old girl’s still got it,” I murmured, straightening back up. “Parlor tricks and all.”
Whistling, I slid my knife back up my sleeve and left the Wheel of Death and the stage behind.
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“Painted Love”
Rob Thurman
Love is a bitch.
There’s no getting around it.
But I’ll get to that later.
First . . . first came Bartholomew.
On any given day someone can be a hundred different people. I’m not talking Sybil here, and no voices in the head, but no one is singular within themselves. They’re good . . . help a little old lady with her groceries. They’re bad . . . steal a magazine from a newsstand. Sometimes they’re smart, sometimes stupid. Sometimes loving as they give their child a kiss on the cheek and murderous in the next minute when they jack a car and kill a man in the process. People are people. Hateful and peaceful. Content and miserable. Honest and deceitful. With all of that inside fighting for control every minute of the day, it’s a wonder everybody’s not banging their heads against the wall. And those around you—even you yourself—aren’t ever quite sure what they’re going to get from moment to moment.
I knew that just like I knew from watching him that Bartholomew was nothing like that—the exception that proved the rule. Bartholomew wasn’t at war with himself or his darker emotions. With Bartholomew it was all about Bartholomew. What he wanted and what he’d do to get it. Love wasn’t a bitch to him, because he loved himself inside and out.
All the best sociopaths do.
It wasn’t just my luck to hook up with one—it was an occupational hazard. I’d seen more of the world than most and it wasn’t by drifting. I always had a plan. I’d long found that the best way to travel was to find someone who was going somewhere you wanted to be, stick with them, and keep your mouth shut. You’d be surprised how little they minded, mostly because if you picked the right ones, they were entirely self-centered. They were generally puzzled to one day realize they’d picked up a buddy, wonder how you’d slithered in under their radar and become a fixture in their lives. But that’s another thing about people: they didn’t want to ask too many questions. Some people didn’t like to look stupid, some people didn’t like to make waves, and some people—the smartest people—generally didn’t want to know the answer.
And the ones like Bartholomew—they ultimately couldn’t bring themselves to believe someone had put one over on them. After all, that’s what they did, not what was done to them.
I was good at it, what I did. Maybe you could say I used people, but I did it out of harmless curiosity. My talent for hanging around by blending into the background was useful, but I didn’t put it to the same use Bartholomew did his. He worked at a carnival, which was what had interested me in the beginning. I’d seen a lot of things as I made my way around the world, and a carnival was more or less next on my list. I came across Bart on a week away, whoring and drinking mostly, heard his glib stories about where he worked, and there found my opportunity.
His ego was my ticket to ride.




“The Three Lives 
of Lydia”
A Blud Short Story
Delilah S. Dawson
Lydia woke to the curious sound of a calliope. Opening her eyes to a swaybacked, star-studded sky, she shivered. Something was deeply, deeply wrong, as if she had just fallen out of a nightmare, heart pounding and head spinning, limbs still too numb to run away. A chill breeze played over her naked skin, making the tall grass around her whisper and sway. She sat up and contracted into a ball in one breath. Running a finger over the crooked heart tattooed on her left wrist, she inhaled the scent of crushed grass and cold iron and waited for something to happen.
“Am I dead?”
Her voice was overloud in the moon-bitten night, and she suddenly felt like an extra in someone else’s movie. The background sounds descended with a vengeance: the cheery calliope, squealing metal, an excited burble of voices overlaid by the amplified shriek of a barker, like at an old-fashioned carnival. The tall form rising above her turned out to be a train car, one of a wide circle of wagons enclosing a cluttered meadow. Lydia was on the inside of the circle, and the warmth and laughter were all on the outside. Crawling to the dark wall, she put a hand against the freezing enamel, curious as to why the wagons were circled, why the inside of the ring was abandoned while the outside was full of life. From under the wagon’s belly, warm light flickered and twitched, beckoning her close with curling fingers.
She parted the grass and jerked her head back when she found a gleaming coil of razor wire. Just out of reach, hundreds of people swarmed through the brightly lit space. Lydia’s eyes danced with leather boots, the hems of jewel-colored gowns, gaily striped parasols, and tapping canes from another century. It couldn’t be real. This had to be heaven or hell or purgatory. It had to be a dream, and a beautiful one. The vision was too lovely to inspire terror, even if every cell of her body knew it was wrong.




“The Demon Barker of Wheat Street”
An Iron Druid Chronicles Short Story
Kevin Hearne
(This story takes place six years after Tricked, the fourth book of the Iron Druid Chronicles, and two weeks after the events of the novella Two Ravens and One Crow.)
I fear Kansas.
It’s not a toe-curling type of fear, where shoulders tense with an incipient cringe; it’s more of a vague apprehension, an expectation that something will go pear shaped and cause me great inconvenience. It’s like the dread you feel when going to meet a girl’s father: Though it’s probably going to be just fine, you’re aware that no matter how broadly he smiles, part of him wants you to be a eunuch and he wouldn’t mind performing the operation himself. Kansas is like that for me. But I hear lots of nice things about it from other people.
My anxiety stems from impolitic thinking a long time ago. I am usually quite careful to shield my thoughts and think strictly business in my Latin headspace, because that’s the one I use to talk with the elementals who grant me my powers as a Druid. But once—and all it takes is once—I let slip the opinion that I thought the American central plains were a bit boring. The elemental—whom I’ve thought of as “Amber” since the early twentieth century, thanks to the “amber waves of grain” thing—heard me and I’ve been paying for it ever since. The magic doesn’t flow as well for me there anymore. Sometimes my bindings fizzle for no apparent reason, and I know it’s just Amber messing with me. As a result, I look uncomfortable whenever I visit and people wonder if I’m suffering from dyspepsia. Or maybe they stare because I don’t look like a local. I’d fit right in on a beach in California with my surfer dude façade, but at the Kansas Wheat Festival, not so much.




“The Sweeter 
the Juice”
Mark Henry
The fruit cart vendor on the curb is persistent if not articulate. He alternates shouting “All da lovely ladies love da frew-its” into his PA system with slapping his palm against his Plexiglas surround.
“You!” he pleads, his voice echoing. “You take. You try!”
He’s annoying me, and I’m already edgy from three days dry off the Jimmy. This can only end in bloodshed.
The drawer embedded in the side of the cart’s guard glass slams out toward me, a slice of mango glistening inside. The dark fruit rests not on a polite napkin but directly on the greasy metal bottom. A red smear of juice sets it off like a gory still life, makes it pop . . . and makes my stomach turn.
I wave my hand, shake my head as apologetically as I can fake.
As I pass, I notice the body in the gutter. A woman’s, perhaps. The pink bouclé Chanel knockoff suit appears part of its flesh, the body’s rot seeping through the weave of the fabric, turning it a murky green in spots, sludgy. There’s a hole in its dimpled forehead, and a sliver of mango dangles between its still-twitching fingers.
I hear a sharp tapping and look up to see the vendor rap a Glock against the Plexi. “Samples for customer who pay-ay!” he says into his mic, and gives me a big gummy grin.
He’s clearly known for his comic banter. Or at least he thinks so.
Zombies don’t pay for fruit any more than they do for dry cleaning. A shame. The suit was actually cute at one time. But worse than a fashion tragedy, the thing’s thin hips and sturdy legs belie a truth I’d rather deny.
The dead woman was a Sister of Perpetual Disappointment.
And by sister . . . I mean the kind with a penis.
The order is strictly my terminology. Don’t get me wrong, at times I feel like a nun, but there’s no convent, unless you consider all the transgendered gathering around Dr. Bloom’s office cloistering.
When death became passé, none of the Sisters expected the harsh toll the epidemic would exact on our small community. The hospitals were hard hit by the infected; doctors and nurses and worse—plastic surgeons specializing in gender reassignment surgeries—were some of the first casualties of the plague. It’s hard to maintain a practice from the inside of a zombie’s intestinal tract.
Go figure.
Needless to say, a heavy blow to transsexuals everywhere. It’s no wonder I took up the Jimmy. 




“The Werewife”
Jaye Wells
Brad should’ve turned around and left the minute he saw the kitchen. His first hint of danger was the penicillin growing on the plates. Annie never left dirty dishes in the sink, much less piled on the counter. He glanced at the wall calendar next to the phone. There he saw what he’d been dreading—a huge red X over that day’s date.
Oh, shit, he thought, it’s that time of the month.
Work had been crazy and he’d been out of town for a couple of days dealing with a crisis at the Bridgeton warehouse. Still, that was no excuse for forgetting. With Annie, you always had to be careful.
He cupped his balls as he walked into the den—just in case. Annie lay on the couch with an arm covering her eyes. Tiptoeing through the room, his silent feet dodged dirty clothes and empty dog treat boxes. He prayed she’d just ignore him.
“You’re late,” she barked. “Did you get the steak?”
Brad winced and turned slowly. No sudden movements, he reminded himself.
“Sorry. I forgot.” Like he hadn’t had enough on his mind with the business trip. Why couldn’t she have gone to the store herself before nightfall? He swallowed the question when he saw her ferocious scowl and knew he’d never win this argument. “I’ll go now.”
Her eyes glowed in the dim room, a predator’s stare.
“Don’t bother.” She swiped a furry hand through the air. “I’ll eat out tonight.”
Brad felt the blood leave his face in a rush. “But, honey, last time—”
His words died as she hunched over, grabbing her belly. Sympathy and terror duked it out in his gut. Then she got on all fours and let loose an unholy growl.
Screw sympathy, he thought. The last time he let it influence his actions, he’d ended up pissing blood for two weeks.
As he ran the usual path toward salvation, Brad took some comfort in the fact that he was near the basement this time. He hadn’t always been so lucky and bore the scars to prove it.




“The Cold Girl”
Rachel Caine
It took me two days to die. On the first night, I met Madame Laida, and on the second night, I met the Cold Girl.
And this is how it happened.
This is me. I’m Kiley. I’m sixteen, and I have good taste in clothes and mostly crap taste in boys; I’m kinda pretty, I guess, but that never mattered really, because I’ve been in love since I was about eight with Jamie Pierson.
Oh, Jamie’s pretty, too, in that boy kind of way: glossy black hair, really blue eyes, perfect skin. When he first smiled at me, I fell head over heels in love. It took me about two years to convince him to even hold hands with me, but by twelve we were kissing, and by fourteen we were officially In Love, with all the doves and bells ringing and sparkles from heaven. Cue the music, bring up the credits, the story’s over and we all live happily ever after.
Or at least, I thought that was the story. I mean, not that my friends didn’t try to tell me. Marina, she was my best friend until I was fifteen, but we had a blowup slap fight about Jamie and how he was treating me. I thought she just didn’t understand him. I thought she was a liar when she said he was a douchebag. By then, Marina was my last friend; everybody else had already shrugged, moved on, figured me for a lost cause.
Smithfield isn’t exactly a metropolis; it’s stuck in the middle of nowhere, and any kind of diversion is welcome. Still, the arrival of a creaky, ancient carnival was something new. I’d thought Smithfield had long been scratched off all the traveling-show lists, but this one looked to be just barely surviving anyway. Even the flyers for it posted around town looked old, not just in design, but even the paper they were printed on.
Still, some of us didn’t care about quality; when word went around school that day that a carnival was setting up outside of town, the quality of the entertainment was the last thing on our minds. We just wanted a good time: some cotton candy, some rides, some screams, some cheesy fun.
At least, I did. And I texted Jamie instantly from my last class of the day. CRNVL 2NITE?
And Jamie texted back thirty seconds later: Y.
So. It was a date.
I called my mom to tell her that I wouldn’t be home until late because I was going to the movies with Marina. (She never checked; she just assumed that once a friend, always a friend, and I was careful to never use Marina for anything that would bring on awkward parental phone calls.) Mom didn’t worry. You didn’t much in Smithfield. Little town, comfortable, boring, nothing ever going on here, right? Why do you care if your sixteen-year-old goes to the movies with a friend?
You don’t.
But I’m here to tell you . . . maybe you should.




“A Duet with Darkness”
An Abby Sinclair Short Story
Allison Pang
The spotlights shine upon my face, but I barely notice, caught up in the way my fingers rock over the strings, my thoughts nothing more than a blur of white as the music converges into a single strand of color. As always, something dances below my consciousness, a perception that no matter how good I am, no matter how hard I try, there is more to come if I only dare reach for it.
I crack an eye open during a slight pause in the beat, my vision drawn to the man in the front row. Sitting next to my mother, her white coat a shining pearl of righteousness. But who the man is, I’m not sure.
He stares right up at me from the center front, his spiky hair glowing silver and orange, one brow arched as my fingers caress the strings.
You can do better than that, those glittering eyes say. Stop toying with me.
A jolt thrums through my arms at his smugness. His rebellion burrows into my bones until all I want is to leap from the stage and out the door. To run.
To fly.
But instead, I finish my set, my mother’s cold, fish-belly gaze sliding over me. Never good enough for her.
Inside my skin, an inferno burns.
When I exit the stage that night, I do so without the intention of ever coming back. I leave the girl I was by the roadside, sloughing off her life, her very skin. I slither out of her like a dying snake, only to emerge into a world I somehow always belonged to.
And I know about them. This strange affliction that allows me to see music, to lock it into a tawdry rainbow of pure, aching color—it allows me to see them as well. The very words they speak, those wonderful syllables—they drip from their mouths and ring through my bones. Their presence assaults me, teases me, taunts me with what I can never have.
Nobu says most mortals have to be awakened to the presence of the OtherFolk. To recognize the existence of the CrossRoads.
But not me.
THE VAN STINKS of fried chicken and musty clothes. Bong water. Stale sex. Dried sweat. A shag carpet that probably hasn’t been cleaned in decades. Elizabeth tries to air it out from time to time, but the Thai sticks she lights do little more than give everything a vague patchouli odor. Like spritzing a pig with Chanel, I guess. The flavor of the road and a handful of bodies slumbering in close quarters has a way of clinging to the skin.
Nobu and I share a joint in the back, surrounded by a Stonehenge of amps and monitors. In the front, Elizabeth’s head bobs up and down in Brystion’s lap. It’s all panting breath and wet sucking sounds as the incubus’s fingers fist through the golden blond curls at the nape of her neck in a desperate clawing motion.
Nobu snorts and takes a final puff before flicking the roach into a plastic bag. A long, masculine groan echoes from the driver’s side and I roll my eyes, inclining my head toward the rear door of the van.
Not that we all aren’t used to it. Traveling with an incubus leads to certain eventualities, and copious amounts of sex is apparently one of them.




“Recession of 
the Divine”
Hillary Jacques
The fire had ridden up an unfinished four-by-four wooden post and melted the red rubber covering of the gaming booth. Olivia Sarkis snapped photos of all four sides, then crouched to survey the contents. The roof slumped like a gritty tongue and, in the murk beneath it, cheap, once-plush toys lay about, charred and disfigured.
“Holy thunderballs, what happened to those little bastards?” a woman asked, so close that the humidity of her breath invaded Olivia’s ear.
Olivia jumped to her feet. Beside her a young woman, red hair short and spiked, stuck her thumbs into her pockets and rocked back until she achieved a gravity-defying angle. She was angular where Olivia was curved, short while the other woman loomed, and ethereal where Olivia was solid flesh. An avatar that well rendered, probably even touchable, could only be the result of centuries on the earthly plane.
“Thalia,” Olivia said, her guess confirmed when the Muse’s face lit up. Her pleasure sparked an answering warmth in Olivia. “Why sneak up on me like that?”
Thalia raised a finger. “Better question, Lady. Why allow me to sneak up on you?”
“I’m working.” Olivia tucked stray curls behind her ears. Mortal hair, she had long ago decided, behaved oddly. Thalia bent at the waist and peered under the covering.
“I hate to tell you this, but I think those little bunnies is d-e-a-d dead.” Her eyebrows rose expectantly. “Unless you wish to return them to life.”
“I doubt that performing mouth-to-mouth on melted snouts will raise them to the level of anything remotely resembling life.”
Thalia shrugged and looked around. They stood between shuttered gaming stands, isolated from a seething crowd by a pair of thin ribbons of yellow tape. To Olivia’s left, a man on stilts swung a baton, flaming on both ends. Below, the crowd twitched, pointing like dogs, anticipating misfortune. To her right, excited murmurs followed in the wake of a scantily clad bearded lady as she sashayed near the entrance gate. Performers building excitement for the nightly shows. Only at a carnival would a burned building not draw attention.




“Freak House”
A Strays Short Story
Kelly Meding
“How exactly does one acquire their very own djinn?” I ask the dour, mustached man in front of me. He doesn’t take offense at the probing question because I inject it with just the right amounts of wide-eyed amazement and breathless wonder to make it sound like I’m gushing over his incredible cleverness.
Which I’m really not. He’s the bad guy, and I’m not a gusher, even when gushing is warranted.
Still, the bad guy today is pretty blessed clever, this Stefan Balthazar fellow. He managed to capture and contain a djinn, after all, so I am factually curious about this feat. Not an easy thing for anyone to do, much less a mortal magic user (or, more likely in his case, magic abuser).
Balthazar runs a traveling carnival exhibit, but instead of pickled pig fetuses and the shrunken heads of pygmies, he displays the abilities of six different imprisoned Paras (that’s Paranormal Citizens, to you). Luck bought me an invitation to tonight’s show in the outskirts of Denver, Colorado, and what a show it’s been so far—you’ve never seen beauty until you’ve seen a pixie cloud dance—and now it’s mingling time. The two dozen of us who coughed up twenty-five grand a head to enjoy the show get an hour to gawk and chat with our host over plates of crab puffs and glasses of expensive champagne.
I hate seafood, and champagne doesn’t do anything except tickle my nose (a benefit of being only half-human), but gulping back the bubbly helps me keep my cover. Wealthy men who are desperate to hold on to their tenuous power and position, like Balthazar, love playing to an audience. Especially if that audience is a pretty, flirty, empty-headed bimbo of a woman, like me. (Or who I’m pretending to be—and managing an Oscar-worthy performance, I must say.)
Balthazar laughs at my question about capturing the djinn. He gives the four other men in our intimate conversational circle a knowing look. A look that clearly asks Isn’t she precious?
“A magician never reveals his secrets,” he says with a chiding tone I want to stuff right back down his throat.
Instead of bristling or retorting like instinct demands, I lean a little more heavily onto Julius, my fellow infiltrator and date for the evening. He’s got at least twenty-five years on me, which gives us an oddball May-December look and cements my position as a rich businessman’s idiot eye candy.
I tilt my head and twist a strand of my blond wig around my pinkie finger, then give Balthazar a winsome smile. “I didn’t know genies really exist,” I reply with a pout. “How come no one knows that?”
“Because they’re very difficult to summon, my dear.”
No kidding. I have more knowledge of the djinn in my little toe than he’ll ever hope to learn in his lifetime. I just can’t toss that back in his smug face.
Yet.




“The Inside Man”
A Jane True Short Story
Nicole Peeler
When someone comes into your office and tells you that small towns in the Midwest have gone dull, you don’t rush out with the cavalry.
But when the biggest, meanest supernatural boss in Chicago knocks at your office door, with the same complaint . . . 
Well, then you take notice. It’s either that or risk losing an appendage.
Which is how I, Capitola Jones, found myself in a football field in the middle of nowhere, fighting for my soul and the souls of those I loved.
And here I thought the worst thing to be found out in the country were cow pies and rednecks.
They don’t tell you about the killer clowns.




“A Chance in Hell”
Jackie Kessler
A demon was eating my face.
I had a moment of confusion—out of all the ways to wake up, this was nowhere in my Top Ten—and then it sank in that a demon was eating my face. I opened my mouth and screamed, “Don’t stop!”
Well, you have to understand that “face” in this context was actually my clit.
Between my legs, the demon chuckled. “So controlling, babes.”
Before I could reply, that wicked tongue was used for much better things than scolding me. Oh, the things that tongue could do! My hips bucked wildly and my fingers clenched. I might have torn the sheets. Or the mattress. It had been forever since I’d had sex—no, really, vibrators don’t count—and the former succubus in me was lapping up how I was being lapped up. My nostrils stung from the stench of brimstone and sweat; my heart danced inside my chest as my breathing quickened. A delicious heat was building inside of me, heating my core, promising to set my blood on fire. Yes, just a little more . . . almost there . . . 
In my head, his voice murmured: Say my name.
The words hit me like holy water. Getting pleasured by a demon was one thing—one delicious, delectable, but not quite damning thing. But calling a demon’s name in the middle of that pleasure would cost a soul. Specifically, in this case, mine. My soul was practically fresh out of the box—in the cosmic scheme of things, being mortal for ten months barely counted—and I wasn’t about to trade the essence of what made me human just for a quickie.
My eyes snapped open, and my sword, a Fury blade of magic and steel, appeared in my outstretched hand. My fingers curled around the hilt, and I aimed the weapon down my body until its tip hovered by the demon’s head.
I growled, “Bastard.”




“Hell’s Menagerie”
A Charlie Madigan Short Story
Kelly Gay
Why did I let her talk me into this? Why, why, why? “Your mother is going to go ape shit. Total ape shit. I’m so dead. And she won’t be swift about it, either. She’ll drag it out, enjoy it with that maniacal gleam she gets in her eyes. She’ll—”
“Rex.” Emma turned, stopping Rex in his tracks. “Focus. Mom is in Elysia for the week. She’ll never know.” Her gaze went narrow and suspicious; funny how she could do that—go from big brown-eyed innocence to shrewd and calculating. “Unless you slip up and tell her.”
“Yeah. Right. Not going to sign my own death warrant, kid.”
But he probably already had.
If Charlie found out he’d allowed her only child to track a kidnapper to hell of all places . . . Christ. He rubbed a hand down his sweaty face. He was in deep, deep shit. This fatherly role was way more complicated than he thought it’d be. Who knew that little piece of work walking in front of him could worm her way inside of him like some adorable little parasite and make his heart go all mushy and weak-willed at the first sign of a lip tremble or tears?
Weren’t fathers supposed to be stern and solid as rocks? Unmovable as mountains? Sounded way better than being whipped by a twelve-year-old kid.




“Daughter of the Midway, the Mermaid, and the Open, Lonely Sea”
Seanan McGuire
If there’s one thing seventeen years of traveling with the Miller Family Carnival has taught me, it’s that harvesttime is carnival time.
Spring is good, if what you want is young lovers cluttering the Ferris wheel like clinging burrs, moon-eyed and drunk on the wonder of learning that lips can be used for kissing. Summer brings in the families, screaming children with fingers that smell like cotton candy and mischief, wistful parents who remember their own turns around the Ferris wheel. Springs and summers are profitable. We’re hopping like scalded cats all through spring and summer. The midway lights never go out, and my throat feels like twenty miles of bad road by the time we get to August from all the cheering and cajoling and calling for the townies to step right up and see the wonders of the world.
Springs and summers pay for new equipment, for repairs to the old equipment, for fresh ponies in the paddock and good bread on the table. Winters are for resting. That’s when we retreat to the family’s permanent home outside of Phoenix, Arizona, and take stock against the year to come. But autumns . . . 
Autumns are harvesttime, and harvesttime is carnival time.
Even the trees know it, and they dress themselves up in reds and yellows and kiss-a-carnie gold. Especially in the South, where the pulse of the seasons runs right under the skin of the world. Alabama met us at the border with a celebration, and the mood spread through the carnival like a rumor. Everything was going to be good here. The ticket sales would be fantastic, the marks would be easy, and the people would be easy to please.
But first, we have to get them to come. There’s where I come in: me, and the rest of the scouts. I ride into Huntsville on the roof of Duncan’s pickup truck, sitting with my legs dangling and my face turned toward the road behind us. It falls away like a secret no one cared to keep. My heels drum against the glass with every bump and pothole, setting up an uneven tattoo that says Carnival’s-coming, carnival’s-coming, carnival-is-almost-here.
It’s a perfect day.
I should know by now that perfect days can’t last.
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