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      Despite the troll currently doing its best to crush me between its fingers, I had zero plans of dying in the middle of nowhere Arkansas. My backup hadn’t shown, and the time to wait for the cavalry of my dad and brother had long passed, but I didn’t need them. I could handle this all on my own.

      I twisted in the crushing grasp and managed to pull one arm free through the gap between his massive fingers. All I needed was a distraction. The tattoos on my skin glinted in the first peeking rays of dawn as I focused on the tiny pair of wings inked onto my wrist. Each picture held a story, but mine contained more than just a thousand words. Behind every design on my skin dwelled the spirit of something supernatural I’d killed and captured or that Dad had gifted me. Now was the time to put those marks to work and save my skin.

      The summoning tingled all the way up the base of my spine as the ink vanished from my skin, leaving a patch of bleeding flesh behind. A small Faerie with missing teeth and a cigar in hand appeared. Standing at just over three feet tall with the body of a toddler and the face of middle-aged regret, Puck looked at me, then to the troll crushing me.

      In my mind, Puck’s fear pounded against me, but I easily conquered his will with one command: Get me out of here now!

      As I tasted the long drag of his cigar in the back of my throat, my mind fell into Puck’s body, controlling. Seeing through the eyes of the Faerie, I focused all my will to overcoming Puck’s own instincts and sent him charging straight to the troll’s face. Puck blew some smoke at the massive beast then threw the cigar straight into its eyes.

      Instantly, the hand released me, and I crashed into the ground, knocking me from Puck’s head and back into my own. Choking for air, I scrambled to my feet and limped across the plains to get some distance between the howling, raging troll and me. It swung wildly at Puck with one hand and clawed at the burning ash in its face with the other.

      As soon as I could breathe without pain, I let go of my hold on Puck. His presence blew from my mind like a summer storm rolling through. The inked wings returned to their place on my now blood-tinted skin. I glanced toward where the rest of the caravan was setting up shop and half-expected to see Dad there, judging me.

      He’d told me I wasn’t ready to go out hunting on my own, but if I didn’t stop this monster soon, it’d flatten me, my family’s sideshow, and all the nowhere towns around here.

      For my first solo hunt, I might as well go big. I squared my shoulders back and tore off the bottom half of my dress. If I was going to die crushed by a troll, I’d at least do it without crinoline in my way.

      I took off away from where my brother would be getting our sideshow tents set up. “Hey, you duffer!” I yelled, waving my ripped off skirt like a flag as I ran.

      The waving fabric caught its attention even through its watering eyes. The troll roared and stomped after me.

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself like Dad had taught me: anything you summon can’t hurt you so long as you stand like a fort in body, mind, and soul. I didn’t know what the hell that meant but better to give it a try with a full belly of breath first.

      My thigh burned with white-hot pain as I focused on the tattoo there, a swirling mass of teeth, fangs, and hollow black eyes that knew only hunger. As the mark began to take shape in front of me, the tattooed spot on my leg pooled blood that floated through the air from my skin into the shadowy shape blooming at my feet. The blood leaving my body and forming the shape burned through my muscles and brain like an oil lantern catching flame on a show curtain.

      Long, lean, and hissing at me, I swallowed hard as the wendigo, created of blood, shadow, and magic, stood in front of me. I tried to not think about the wendigo den Dad and I had cleared out. We’d lost track of the number of human skulls deep in that cave. The creature hissed again and stepped closer to me, skinny arms raised high with claw-like fingers ready to strike.

      The wendigo’s spirit twisted against my mind, hungry for human, not troll, flesh, but I closed my eyes and forced my way into its body, turning the wendigo’s hungry eyes toward the towering beast. It screeched before lurching at the troll like a spider.

      Pulling out of the wendigo’s head, I let out a deep breath and tried to ignore the blood seeping down my leg. I dealt with blood between my legs once a month, so this I could handle even if it burned like a fire trying to cut a hole to my bones. As long as I could keep the wendigo focused on the troll, I’d count that as a win.

      The wendigo leapt onto the troll, crawling up its body, as I yanked out my satchel of daggers and readied them. Ignoring the pain, I moved closer as the wendigo slashed into the troll’s back, cutting out thick chunks of skin and attempting to devour it, though the flesh just fell straight through the summoned monster and splashed onto the ground in rotten chunks.

      With the troll distracted, I moved up behind it. Taller than a building or not, the anatomy was similar enough to a man, and I knew the best way to bring a man down. With my dagger, I struck. The unicorn blood-forged blade sizzled through the back of the troll’s ankle, cutting through tendon, muscle, and bone.

      The wendigo’s hunger spiked through me, nearly bringing me to my knees as the smaller creature crawled down its back to me. The troll howled, scrambling to reach the wendigo as I ran to the front and drew my arms back as if to shoot a bow. The mark of Lady Death over my heart stuttered out of rhythm as Death’s gift materialized from my blood and appeared in my hands. The bone and sinew bow weighed nothing as I drew back the string made of darkness.

      I released my hold, and the arrow shot forward, a streak of blood following its path, connecting me to its target as it burst through the troll’s chest and out its back, shattering the wendigo spirit too. The wendigo slamming back into my flesh dropped me to my knees, and I nearly vomited with the pain burning white-hot against my skin.

      I found my feet again and followed the tangled web of blood tying me and the now still and silent troll together. I’d never had anything as big as the troll try to make a home among the ink of my skin, but I’d figure out what to do. I was a hunter for Lady Death, and no troll would beat me. Death had chosen my family to capture the souls of the supernatural on Earth, and I had to trust that I knew what the hell I was doing.

      I climbed up onto the troll’s leg and walked up its body to stare into the hollow cavity of its chest. Swallowing back the bile that burned in my throat at the smell, I spotted it, the glittering piece of soul I needed.

      The small stone, just the size of a river rock, flickered and pulsated, wrapped in the magic that would tie me to this corpse. I plucked it from the goop, and the second it touched my hand, I felt the troll’s spirit roaring before latching onto me with a crushing blow around my left forearm, squeezing so tightly I worried that a spirit could break bone.

      Rage. Blind rage slammed into me faster than a steam train, and I stumbled back. In that instant, we were one, and the same as screaming vibrated through our combined bodies.

      “Hazel!”

      My name jerked me out of the blind fury. I blinked a few times, shaking my head and dropping to my knees. The troll still burned in the edges of my mind, but I looked up and spotted my brother running toward me.

      “What the devil are you doing?”

      “Keeping you from getting crushed. You’re welcome,” I snapped as I looked down at my forearm where the troll’s spirit had gripped me. A large black ink handprint circled my entire forearm. Great, that’d be a good look.

      “Where’s Dad?” he asked.

      “Not here,” I said, putting my daggers away.

      “What do you mean?” Marshall frowned, looking from me to the skeletal troll remains.

      “Just that, he wasn’t here. Just me and a troll.”

      “You’re covered in blood.”

      “Part of the job. Did anyone see anything?”

      “The show heard some of the screaming. But I doubt it got far as town. You really dealt with that all by yourself?”

      “Don’t look so surprised.” I picked up the lower half of my skirt and tied it around my waist, so I, at least, had a little dignity walking into camp. Not that the rest of the show hadn’t seen my full business before, but I still had to play at being a proper lady.

      Marshall wore his traveling clothes, and by the dirt stains on the knees of his trousers, I’d wager the show was all set up.

      “Are you okay to perform tonight?” he asked.

      “Maybe after a wash.”

      Marshall looked at the skeleton, walking around the entirety of its massive body. “Dad missed a troll fight?”

      “I know. His favorite.”

      Marshall frowned, then looked at me. “You captured it?”

      “Yep. It won’t be coming back,” I said waving my new tattoo at him.

      “So what happens to the body?” he asked.

      “Dad usually tries to burn ‘em up or toss ‘em into the ocean or a river or something. Bones are powerful things.”

      Marshall touched the femur of the beast. “I can’t believe you killed this. It’s huge, Hazel.”

      My brother looked like someone from our audience during a show; he couldn’t believe what he saw.

      “You know, we’re down an act… Think these bones would work?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “I bet people would pay to see this,” I said.

      “How are you even going to get it back to the show?” Marshall asked.

      “I can figure something out. Come on, I can even talk it up.”

      “You’re not going to go on about where this came from,” Marshall said.

      “I won’t even have to lie about it!”

      “No one wants the truth Hazel, we both know that.” He patted the femur. “Fine, I’ll ask Alma about getting it to camp. We’ve got a backup tent we can set up around it.”

      “Perfect, I’ll get it tonight once the show’s over,” I said.

      I walked with Marshall back home, the Finnegan Family Cabinet of Aberrations, currently on display in Arkansas. “Dad hasn’t shown up at camp yet?” I asked.

      “Not yet, but I hear the weather’s been real rotten lately. He might’ve just gotten held up. We’re here for at least a week anyways, so we’ve got time for him to arrive,” Marshall said.

      “You aren’t worried about him?”

      “No, I’m worried about getting us set up and ready to start the show.”

      I rolled my eyes. That would be what Marshall focused on when it came to anything.

      Getting into the camp, I found everything mostly set up. A few people worked at getting the main tent up, but all our performers sat eating dinner.

      “What did you do to your dress?” Temperance looked from her dinner to me.

      “Nothing you can’t fix,” I said with my best smile.

      “We don’t work as your seamstress,” Constance said, not turning from her meal.

      Sitting at the table, the two looked like sisters just sitting close together, but at the hip, they fused into one woman held up on three legs.

      “No, but you’re good at it,” I said.

      Temperance laughed. “Not till Sunday or until we get back on the road.”

      “I’ll hold y’all to it,” I said.

      Constance shook her head, but the corner of her lips tilted into a small smile.

      “Do you want me up front with you?” I asked Marshall.

      He shook his head. “No. Heard the cops might come by. I was going to have the Duncans showing off up front.”

      “I’ll wear the short slip then.”

      “If you want.”

      “People aren’t paying to admire my tattoos; they’re paying to see some leg.”

      “Then you better clean up. You’re bloody,” Alma said from her seat.

      Our strongwoman looked like a statue brought to life in dark brown marble. With a giantess mother and a mortal father, Alma grew up taking after her mother. She’d been one of the first acts to join when she was just fourteen and I was twelve. Even then Alma had towered over most grown men—she’d made Dad look downright delicate in stature.

      “We still have work to do,” I said.

      “Get your daddy to help,” she said.

      “He isn’t here,” Marshall said.

      “What do you two want?” she asked.

      “There’s a troll skeleton. We need help getting it back here,” Marshall said.

      “You’re crazy if you think I am carrying a skeleton all the way back here,” she said. “You don’t pay me enough to add being a mule to my show.”

      I looked at Marshall, and he frowned but didn’t say anything. My arms crossed in front of my chest, my fingers ghosted against my new tattoo… What better way to move a troll body than a troll?

      “I can do it,” I said. “But it’ll have to be when no one’s around.”

      “How do you suggest we do that?” Alma asked.

      “Just before dawn’s usually quiet enough,” I suggested.

      “And how are you planning to do that?” he asked.

      “I got my ways, but we need to get ready or there isn’t going to be a show.”

      He shook his head but left to go get himself ready for the show.

      “Your daddy really hasn’t shown?” Alma asked once Marshall was gone.

      I shook my head. “He probably just found the bottom of some bottle in town. He’ll show. I’ll check town tomorrow and find him.”

      “So, you went off on your first hunt, huh?” she asked, motioning to my arm. “How’d that go?”

      “I think I need about a three-hour bath to get that smell off.”

      “Well, we got a river and some soap, so get to scrubbing.” She passed a bar of soap to me. “I’ll keep an eye out and make sure those singing tiny people don’t come over here peeping.”

      “Thanks,” I said as we made our way to the small river.

      I jumped in, clothing and all, before stripping out of everything and giving the remains of my dress a good washing that didn’t quite get the blood out of it, but this was my hunting dress, so that didn’t matter much. Now that the skirt was ruined, I’d just steal some of Marshall’s trousers to use. Manners or not, dresses were a pain to wear during a fight.

      The cold water stung, but getting the blood and grime off my skin felt like luxury. I worried about my hair, knowing the brown mess would take ages to dry, but I could perform with it tucked up.

      “Hurry it up,” Alma called from the shore.

      “I’m finishing now,” I said, getting my wet dress back on.

      “Good, we gotta get ready for round one of fun and games.”

      Alma and I walked into the tent set up for the lady performers. Constance and Temperance already sat in front of the mirrors. “One of you girls want to lace us up?” Temperance asked as Constance took a long swig from a bottle of whiskey.

      “Y’all aren’t supposed to drink before the show,” I said as I went to help get the twins into their custom dress.

      “There isn’t enough whiskey in the world to get us drunk, darling,” Temperance said as she pulled the bottle from her twin and took a swig.

      Alma walked to the other side of the tent to start getting ready, leaving me to deal with the twins alone. Their dress hung open at the back exposing the point of fusion between the base of their torsos and top of their hips. Two spines running parallel to each other with a vast expanse of pale, sagging skin between them.

      “Keep staring and we’re going to have to charge you,” Temperance said.

      “Sorry.” I found the laces of the dress and began pulling the edges together.

      “What’d you hunt down today?” Constance asked as Temperance drank from the bottle.

      “A troll.”

      Both the twins whistled. “Your daddy let you take that on?”

      “My daddy ain’t here,” I said as I got the last loop of their dress tied together. Now paisley fabric covered their fused bodies leaving just the obvious: two women, two arms and three legs from one body.

      “Then who’s been talking up the show?” Temperance asked. “We better have an audience.”

      “We will,” I said.

      “Drink for a good show?” Constance offered me the bottle.

      I shook my head. “Y’all good getting your makeup done?”

      “Honey, we’ve been putting makeup on two faces since you were a screaming babe. We’re fine.”

      I didn’t say anything else and moved to Alma’s side of the tent to start my own getting ready process. My show dress might have been the only clean, nice looking thing I owned. The color of fresh milk with a few lace details, the dress was more slip than anything else. It hid all the bits it needed to, but a proper lady would never have worn that out into public. But tattooed ladies got a bit of a leeway. I wasn’t a respectable lady. I was a freak made by my own hands.

      Shoving pins into my hair, I managed to get into some semblance of respectable before I worried over my makeup. Deep red lipstick, blush, and powder so I matched the billed “tattooed beauty,” not that most of the men in my audience spent time looking at my face with the rest of my body so exposed.

      Beside me, Alma wore no makeup. She wore a skimpy get-up, although hers wasn’t anything nice or elegant, just an animal hide covering all the important parts.

      “Places!” Marshall called from outside. All of us girls pulled on long robes to hide our bodies as we walked into the main exhibition tent.

      The long tent had five small display areas arranged around each side to make up our ten-under-the-big-top show. Everyone filled into their designated spot: Constance and Temperance sat on their stage in a chair with all three legs swinging as Temperance knitted something; Alma hopped into her display, more cage than stage, and picked up a massive club. Her area held all kinds of heavy objects, anchors, barbells, and, if anyone was brave enough, she took volunteers to pick up. The singing Duncans, a troupe of kobolds, tiny faeries about the size of Puck, tired of housework, adjusted bowties and smoothed down dresses as they headed to help drum up business out front with Marshall.

      Near the back of the tent, Jonah, our armless wonder, sat in a chair reading the newspaper. The only thing that made people stare was the lack of arms and his talent for doing just about anything with his feet. He’d demonstrate rolling cigars, reading, drinking, eating, and playing poker with his feet. He nodded as I walked past to my area in the back of the show.

      Velvet curtains lined my stage, and the whole thing looked like a scene out of one of those burlesque shows. Mine wasn’t quite a peep show, my dress never came off, but the men would want to see some skin, and that I could deliver on. I hopped onto my stage and settled onto the swing that Marshall had set up for me. I was no acrobat, but I’d learned a few basic tricks from the troupe that traveled with us back west. All I needed to make a happy customer was flash a little leg and maybe a hint of undergarment. Easy money from worthless people.

      Marshall stopped by all the exhibits, poking his head into the back. “You good? We already got a crowd.”

      “Let them in,” I said, idly swinging.

      Marshall’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed repeatedly. The nerves rolled off him in heavy waves. “Marshall?” I called.

      He stopped by my exhibit. “Yeah?”

      “Show time,” I said with a smile.

      Marshall nodded before he disappeared to the entrance of the tent.

      Audiences always sounded the same, idle chatter and rambling, the same stupid questions, comments, and requests. No matter how far we traveled, the people all seemed to have the same reactions to seeing someone looking different than they were used to.

      Beside me, our band started warming up. The group of four men was a new addition and one of the best musical groups we’d had. Across from me, I saw Alma leaning at the edge of her display area looking toward the band, and I grinned. She had her eyes on the trumpet player, Creole.

      The usual talkers took their places around the exhibits. We freaks weren’t supposed to tell our own story; we had to let someone else speak for us. Ruth, a man about my father’s age, had been my talker for years. More than that though, we needed someone to keep the audience away; last show someone had decided Constance and Temperance were a fake and had thrown a bottle at their shared leg. Dad had taken that man down harder than he’d knock down a vampire. Maybe the Arkansas folks would be a little nicer, but I doubted it. No matter what monsters I hunted, people always remained the worst.

      “Wonders from around the globe, the strange, the frightening, the beautiful, we’ve got it all right here under this tent. Ten cents, a single dime, gets you the chance of a lifetime! Come closer folks, that’s right!” Marshall’s voice echoed even into the back of the tent. Hearing the same spiel show after show made it easy to memorize Daddy’s usual speeches. Marshall’s voice lacked that burn of charisma. Daddy had something that just drew people to him like a moth into a candle.

      The telltale clack of a dozen pairs of tiny shoes hitting the stage gave away the arrival of the Duncans onto the stage with Marshall. The group began singing some songs from their home in Ireland. They were no Arthur Collins, but they could carry a tune way better than I could. Besides, their appeal wasn’t the tone of voice but the novelty. Most people had never seen someone as small as the Duncans before, let alone a whole group of them singing a hymnal.

      “Right this way gentleman,” Marshall said as he opened the flap to the display tent and let in a group of about a dozen men. I put on my performance smile, flirty and welcoming. Around me, I saw everyone else flip that same switch: from everyday life to suddenly something extraordinary.

      “Hello there, boys,” I said as I started a slow swinging pace on my stage.

      A few of the men adjusted their jackets as they walked closer. For a moment, none of them spoke, so I just kept swinging slowly. “Don’t be shy, you can come in a little closer.”

      A few of the men moved closer to the stage.

      “Why is a beautiful lady like you all…” A man gestured to himself, apparently struggling with the word tattooed.

      “Hazel, our tattooed beauty, was captured by a savage tribe in the Indies. She and her father were  shipwrecked and alone, they were taken captive and tortured by being tattooed for ten hours a day!” the barker, Ruth, at my stall said with gravitas.

      I’d never been anywhere near the Indies and neither had any of these men. No one would believe the actual truth, so we made a tale that let them all take comfort that no “self-respecting woman” would deface herself like this. Not that any of them really cared. They liked the chance to ogle this much skin on a woman not married to them. I adjusted my legs to let my slip slide an inch farther up.

      People always thought what a terrible fate to be put on display like this, but the truth was, with groups like this, I held all the power. They’d listen to any word I’d say and have no frame of mind to do anything else. All we had to do was keep them enthralled enough to feel they got their money’s worth. If hunting my monsters was my real calling, then entertaining men was my hobby that paid the bills. When no one really knew monsters existed, no one paid to get rid of them.

      “Your father should have protected you,” an older man said.

      “He tried,” the barker said. “But he was tied to a tree for the whole two years. He thought Hazel dead, and she thought the same until they were rescued by the Finnegan Family and brought home to America.”

      I looked away and tried to fake demure, not one of my strong suits.

      A few of the men shook their heads, tutting about what a poor thing I was, but most of them just moved their heads to the speed of my swinging.

      “I’ve seen a woman like you before. The second you touched her skin, every bit of that ink came off,” a man said.

      My swinging stopped immediately. “Are you calling me a gaff?” I asked before my handler could respond.

      “I don’t think any woman could live through that. Women are too delicate.”

      I got off the swing and walked to the edge of the stage with a smile.

      “Sir, I assure you all of our acts are one-hundred-percent genuine. The realest show on Earth. No fakes, frauds, or phonies here,” Ruth said.

      I hopped off the edge of my stage and beckoned the man closer. “Well, if you have so many doubts, why don’t you try to rub the ink off of my arm?”

      The barker looked at me with a frown that said he didn’t approve, but he couldn’t control what I did in my own act. If this man was going to call me a fake, I’d give him something real to complain about.

      The man shifted uncomfortably, and the crowd around him murmured. I ran my hand down my own arm and leg. “I’m perfectly confident you will find nothing fake about me.”

      The man reached out with one finger and poked the newest mark. I barely resisted wincing and forced myself to keep smiling. He began inching his finger up my arm and toward my shoulder, trying to get an extra treat for his price of admission. From the small mark of a moon along my inner thigh, I summoned the smallest Faerie I could. Barely the size of a nickel and easy to control, the sleep Faerie appeared in the air behind the men. She found her way to the man with his hands on me and crept up his pant leg like a spider. I let the Faerie take control of her own actions, and her tiny dagger teeth sank into his leg.

      The man jumped, slapping at his leg and with a pain like a paper cut, and the moon returned to my skin.

      “Are you alright?” another man in the audience asked.

      “Mosquito,” the man muttered and then looked at his hand that had run along my arm. The other men crowded around him, all of them looking for some speck of my tattoos on his skin.

      “You are one of a kind,” the man finally said. “My apologies for doubting you, miss.”

      “Of course, all forgiven. We have nothing fake here at Finnegan’s. Everything you see is real enough to touch,” I said as I climbed back onto my swing. I hoped her bite had drawn blood.

      The men stayed around another few minutes, but finally they left. I smiled and made a bet on how many proposals I’d receive by the end of the week. Most of them would have asked Dad for my hand, but now they’d have to talk to Marshall, and I couldn’t imagine my brother taking that in as much stride as Dad had.

      We shut down after midnight, and I hopped off the swing and stretched. My butt had gone numb from sitting, but judging by the crowd, we’d made good money.

      “You can’t be doing that with the guests!” Ruth snapped at me.

      “I didn’t do anything.” My innocent act only worked on rubes, and I knew it, but that didn’t stop me from trying.

      “Don’t be talking to them, and don’t let them touch you! One of them grabs you in a bad spot, it’s my skin going to get cooked.”

      “I can take care of myself and tell my own tragic backstory, you know.”

      “Not-uh. We tried that, and that ain’t happening again.”

      “Just go get dinner. I’ll try to behave tomorrow, alright?”

      He sighed but stomped off.

      Alma shook her head. “You give that man too hard a time.”

      “Someone has to. My mouth still works. I don’t much care for sitting up there to be ogled.”

      “Honey, you’re in the wrong business then. That’s all we’re supposed to do.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. Reckon so.”

      Alma’s eyes drifted to the band packing up their instruments. Their laughter rang like music through the halls, a sincere sound after hours of pretend.

      “You keep looking like that and someone might look back,” I said with an elbow to Alma’s side.

      “You hush. That boy don’t even know I exist.”

      “You’re kind of hard to miss, Alma.”

      “Hush,” she hissed as the boy in question, Creole, turned to us.

      “Good show tonight, ladies,” he said.

      That French lilt to his voice gave all the weight to what everyone called him. Music men and tent men didn’t stick around long to learn their names; they got named by what they did or who they sounded like.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Y’all play a pretty tune.”

      He smiled. “Eh… Miss Finnegan… where do my boys and I eat? I didn’t see a separate tent for us.”

      “We don’t have the manpower to keep separated here. We all eat together. You’re part of the Finnegan family now. Alma, you want to show the band where the mess tent is?”

      The look Alma shot me could’ve frozen the ocean, but it didn’t matter a lick as she nodded. “Sure thing. This way, boys.”

      The genuine smile burned my cheeks after hours of faking it, but as they walked off with Creole and Alma talking, the pain was worth it. I headed back into the dressing room tent.

      “Good show?” Marshall asked as he came in carrying the same old dinner of rice, beans, and hard tack. We ate like real kings here.

      “Yeah, only a few talked all poppycock,” I said with a shrug. “How was it out front?”

      “Not quite a penny-lot day, but close. Don’t know if Dad even made it here to talk up the show. We aren’t going to turn any kind of profit if it keeps like that.”

      “Well, once we get that new addition to the show, we’ll be rolling in it.”

      “What new addition?”

      “The skeleton. That ought to bring in some big money. We just got to collect it.”

      “You’ve got a skeleton to collect,” he said. “I don’t have anything to do with that.”

      “At least come with a horse and lantern or something. I don’t need you to carry anything.”

      “Hazel, I’m going to town to look for Dad. You do whatever you want with the skeleton.”

      “Fine, then get out so I can change. I’m not wandering through the woods in my slip.” If Marshall wanted to leave the hard work to me, then I’d be taking the credit for it once Dad got back.

      Marshall gave an exaggerated bow before he left. I rolled my eyes before dressing in a pair of Marshall’s pants and one of his shirts. The town folk wouldn’t much care for a woman in a man’s outfit, but what they didn’t know wouldn’t ever hurt me.

      I grabbed the oil lantern and headed for the horse stable, grabbing one of the old mares, good at hauling. If I couldn’t get something together to bring the skeleton back, then I’d have to spend my whole night dragging it back piece by piece.

      But I was sure I could do it. I just needed to focus. I didn’t need Dad here. I could show him I could do anything I wanted without him having to worry about much of anything. He didn’t need to hold my hand and tell me what I could and couldn’t take on. I’d dropped a troll by myself and now I was going to turn a profit on its bones.

      I ran the horse a bit harder than I should’ve, but we made it to the clearing, and the lantern gave just enough light. But even if I’d been in pitch black, I could follow the feeling of the troll against my mind. Spirit and body might have been separated, but they, sure as the devil, were aware of one another. Like a homing pigeon, the spirit of the troll pointed me straight and true to the bones.

      I hopped down out of my saddle and circled around the skeleton. While all the muscle and tendons piecing it together had rotted away with the loss of the spirit, the bones remained. Trolls were made of earth, so their physical bodies didn’t always melt away. At least that’s what Daddy had always said about trolls. I’d never run into one before, and that meant all this was uncharted for me.

      Most of the other bodies I’d seen had been faeries or sprites, a few nymphs and animal-sized critters but nothing that was anywhere the size of this. We always just buried the bones and gave it a prayer to set it to rest. But I got to do my own thing this time. That meant no more hiding what I could do, what was out there in the world. We showed off the extremes of nature, and I’d be a fool to not profit off the ones I hunted.

      The troll wasn’t hard to hear. Unlike most of the other spirits, it hung close to the surface, filled with rage. The second I reached for it, it lurched back with a hunger that ripped my skin open as the troll rushed from my tattoo, spilling more blood than anything else ever had. I caught myself on the tree and winced as I looked up at the spirit looming over me.

      A trail of blood ran from my tattoo to the monster now above me. I took a deep breath. “Pick it up,” I commanded.

      My voice sounded a lot firmer than I felt leaning against the tree, bleeding.

      I felt the resistance slam into me like a chair in a bar fight. Wheezing, I stood up straighter and pictured my mind like a steel beam just like Dad had taught me. Nothing was stronger than me. Certainly not some troll dumber than a splat of mud.

      “Pick it up,” I said again, gritting my teeth and digging my feet into the ground. “You listen to me now.”

      It lurched toward me with a roar, but I didn’t budge. Slowly I felt it give, and the troll moved, beginning to collect its pieces and bundling them into its arms like a broken baby doll. It struggled with holding all the parts, but I managed to get the smaller ones gathered up on the wagon I’d brought with me. Now we were in business to get back to the camp in one trip.

      The troll wobbled slowly across the uneven wooded ground. Every few steps, the troll would drop something, and we’d have to work on it all over again. I sighed and finally hopped off my horse and looked at it. If only I could just…put the bones back inside the spirit.

      Could I do that?

      First, I had to figure out how to get this big troll to listen to me enough to do the impossible.

      I took a deep breath and stood up straight and tall as I could. Any time I pressed too hard against the troll’s spirit hanging around my head, I could feel the blood seeping faster out of me. Not a sensation I was real keen to keep happening.

      Its soul hung in the corner of my mind, heavy and sulking like a kid who just dropped his last piece of candy. Maybe this thing really just needed to be treated more like a toddler than anything else. I wasn’t great with kids, but I could make an exception for thirty-foot-tall, foul-smelling, supernatural one.

      Looking up at the spirit, I pointed at it. “Put that down.”

      The troll looked at me for a second before dropping its arms, and all the bones clattered down to the ground. I jumped to the side to avoid a falling femur but managed to keep my footing and took a breath.

      “Put your bones back on,” I said.

      The troll titled its head and that angry fullness slammed into the edge of my mind. It wanted to destroy—destroy me and everything around me. It didn’t want to listen, to do anything I had to say about any of this, but I still had to try.

      I closed my eyes and forced my mind to concentrate on what I wanted. I imagined the bones returning to their right spots and played that image on loop in mind. Every time I felt the troll’s rage rise, I focused harder on that image until it turned into a looping photograph in my mind. Not even the pain flaring in my arm could do much to stop my focus.

      My will is stronger than anything you can do to me.

      When I opened my eyes, the troll’s spirit stood in front of me. But this time, through the transparent body of the beast, I could see the outline of a skull bone, a rib cage, a series of bones all floating in spirit goop built from my magic.

      I got back on my horse, and we started back for the camp. The troll’s footsteps rumbled but stayed steadily behind me like a thirty-foot shadow made of blood and bones. A strange thing to see and I hoped that the rest of the camp would forgive my display, and better yet, I hoped most of them would be sound asleep and not see a thing. Most everyone knew about me and Dad’s line of work, but I didn’t fancy a lecture about not doing this kind of thing without Dad here to help.

      With this system, we moved a whole lot faster, and when we got nearer to the camp, I tried to get the troll to quiet its steps, but there wasn’t a whole lot that would quiet something that big slamming into the ground.

      As we made it to camp, I decided to give it up. My arm burned, and I could feel wooziness creeping up on me. “Release.” I waved my arms.

      The troll looked at me and didn’t vanish immediately. Instead, it began charging me.

      “Release!” I said again, firmly picturing the spirit falling apart in front of me even as I closed my eyes and braced to be crushed.

      I didn’t have to open my eyes to confirm it’d worked. The slamming of bones to the ground answered that for me. I felt the spirit slinking back into my skin. It oozed slowly though, not like Puck or the other small spirits. It moved with the speed of a traditional ink and needle tattoo. The bleeding had stopped, but the mark had only partially returned.

      I shook my head, no time to worry about whatever was happening there. I had to get to town and find Dad and give him a talking to.
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      Back in my cabin, I washed off the blood, wrapped the new tattoo, and got out of Marshall’s old clothes. I put on a clean dress and boots and was off to town in just a few minutes. With my high collar and long-sleeves, I looked like just any other woman from the area. My disguise let me walk in both worlds.

      I found Marshall in the only bar in town, sitting with a bunch of men in a den filled with cigar smoke that hung heavy and thick. I walked to the table and cleared my throat. The men looked up from their cards; a pile of money sat in the middle of the table.

      “Well, hello there, darling,” one of the men said with a leer. “Come here all on your own?”

      “I came here to give my brother some company,” I said, and took a seat up beside Marshall.

      Marshall glanced at me.

      “I ain’t playing with a woman,” another of the men said.

      “I’m not playing, just watching,” I said with a smile. “You don’t want to show me what you can do?”

      He sat up a little straighter. “Well, you’re going to see the game played right then.”

      Men were always predictable when it came to responding to a pinch of ego stroking. They always moved in whatever direction I pushed, and I wasn’t even wearing my lipstick tonight.

      The men dealt out a new hand, and I leaned back to look over Marshall’s hand.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked Marshall.

      “Your brother was just asking that, too. We saw him just about a week ago, I reckon. He headed east on a train in a hurry.”

      “Headed to where?” I asked.

      “Didn’t get the chance to ask him. Left so fast he didn’t even grab his case.”

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      “Hotel down the street.”

      “Well, we should go collect that then. Marshall folds,” I added, tugging on Marshall’s arm.

      Marshall groaned, and the men on the table laughed as he followed after me.

      “I was going to get it,” Marshall muttered.

      “Before or after you lost your wages?”

      “I know how to play poker.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I thought you had work tonight.”

      “Already done. See? I work fast.”

      Marshall snorted as we walked into the same hotel Dad always visited when we came through here.

      “Mister Finnegan!” The desk clerk greeted Marshall as soon as I walked in. He didn’t even glance at me.

      “I heard my father left some things,” I said.

      The man looked at me, then to Marshall like I hadn’t just said something. “Is there something I can help you with, Mister Finnegan?”

      “I believe my father has a case he left behind.”

      “Of course. I’m happy to release that to you once his account has been settled.”

      “Dad never leaves something unpaid,” I said.

      “This is a civilized establishment and not a place for unchaperoned little dears,” the man said, glaring at me.

      I bristled and took a deep breath, but Marshall patted my hand. “Hazel, wait outside.”

      “Marshall—”

      “Hazel. This isn’t a place for a lady,” he said. “Now get out. I’ll see you out front.”

      I reached for the moon Faerie along my thigh, but the sting flickered, and the spirit didn’t rise to my call. What in the blue damn?

      I didn’t say anything to Marshall or that man and walked out front. I traced my hand ros my sleeve where the troll tattoo lingered on my skin just out of sight under the cotton fabric. I tried again to free Puck, but nothing flickered to life in my mind. Could I run out of power? That’d never happened before.

      I paced the front of the shop before Marshall walked out carrying Dad’s trusty steamer trunk. He never left without it, but something clearly had chased him off in a hurry.

      “What’s in the case?” I asked.

      “Haven’t looked yet. Didn’t want that clerk looking over my shoulder.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, thanks for sticking up for me in there.”

      “Making an enemy of the man with Dad’s case don’t seem like a bad idea to you?”

      I fell silent as we started the trek back to the show.

      “You don’t think he’d put anything dangerous in there, do you?” Marshall asked.

      “Dad carried weird stuff. There’s no telling.”

      Marshall dragged case straight back to his wagon. We crowded around the small table, and Marshall popped the lock.

      On top sat Dad’s journal, the thing he took notes about every supernatural thing we ran across. Then there was a pack of clothes and a strange container that looked like it was filled with ash.

      “Ever seen that before?” Marshall asked me.

      I took the bottle from him and examined it. “Nope. Never. Where did Dad even get this?”

      “Don’t know, but he thought it was important enough to keep in here.”

      “Not important enough to take with him wherever he went, though.”

      “Must’ve been in a hurry. Maybe trying to beat a storm?”

      “He would’ve left us a message at the hotel. Besides, he was supposed to meet us and get Ruth all trained up to take over being front man so Dad could travel with us. We need to go after him.”

      Marshall sat on the edge of his bed. “We’re committed to finishing our shows here, Hazel. We aren’t going on some goose chase.”

      “This is just an all-around muddle,” I said as I dug through the rest of the trunk.

      I flipped through the journal but just saw the same old sketches and notes that’d been in there for ages. “There’s no way he just left for no reason,” I said, looking up at Marshall. “He wouldn’t have left this behind.”

      Marshall looked at me. “What is that?”

      “Everything Dad knows about monsters is in here. He doesn’t go anywhere without it.”

      “Well, maybe something came up at home.”

      “He would’ve left us a note.”

      “You got a book in your hands. That looks like he left a note to me.”

      I thumbed to the back of the book and the most recent entries. There was a whole section on the gowrow we’d run into last time we’d visited Arkansas and then a few new notes.

      “Smell and tracks look like a troll is out here. Need to locate its den.”

      Done and done, Dad.

      Below that, in a corner of the page, he’d scribbled, “Found charred bones. Teeth marks burned into the bone. Not natural.”

      I flipped the page over and found a sketch of the woods around us and then some basic directions. His sketch of the woods contained what looked like a magic circle someone had made with rocks and thick black marks. Strange symbols I’d never seen before. Dad had drawn them out to the side and even he had a few question marks around most of them except for the rune in the center of the circle. Beside that one, he’d simply written, “hell.”

      Was someone trying to open some kind of Hell portal in the middle of the woods? Trolls weren’t Hell-based—they were all about earth—so that couldn’t be connected, could it?

      “Find anything?” Marshall asked.

      “Dad found a circle in the woods.”

      “And? He probably dispelled it.”

      “I don’t think so.” I turned the book toward Marshall.

      He picked it up, and his frown soon matched mine. “Is that…you don’t think someone was trying to open a hell portal, do you?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible,” I said.

      “But why?” Marshall asked.

      That I didn’t have a real good answer for because I couldn’t think of any reason anyone would want to give the devil a ring.

      “I’ve got to go find it.”

      “Not tonight,” Marshall shook his head.

      “Marshall.”

      “Look, I’ll go with you at first light. Christ, we’ll have Jonah come, too. But not tonight. If someone’s playing with circles and Hell, walking into that in the pitch-black night ain’t a real good idea.”

      I had to admit he had a point.

      “Fine. First thing when the sun comes up.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll get you up with coffee. Morning’s aren’t your strong suit.”

      “I didn’t become a hunter for the early morning hours.”

      “I don’t think we are going to figure it out just from his case. We don’t have enough information for that. We just have to keep on the path he’s planned out for us,” Marshall said.

      “We need to find out where he’s going,” I said. “Something’s wrong, and he probably needs us.”

      “If something’s wrong, he might need you, Hazel. He doesn’t need the whole show.”

      The big bone between us. He wanted to be the hunter, but Death had picked me from the moment I was born. We’d been together ever since then, and somehow fate had very different plans for us, even though we were twins.

      Sometimes I wondered if Constance and Temperance had their own troubles as twins. Then again, I couldn’t imagine being connected to Marshall always and never having a second alone. That probably explained the twins’ drinking habits. I’d sure drink until I forgot everything if I spent every day sharing the same space with the same face every single second of my life.

      “So what? You want me to just hop on a train and leave you out here alone? You know those monsters are attracted to places of magic. Our show draws those things, and if something shows up without me here…I don’t think Alma and the singing Duncans are going to be much help.”

      “I’ve got a pistol and silver bullets.”

      “You want me out of here that bad?”

      “We leave now and take off after Dad and we lose money. No one gets paid. We already live on hard tack. I don’t want to stretch that anymore.”

      “Well, that’s why we’ve got a genuine troll skeleton to show off now.”

      Marshall leaned back in his chair and pulled a cigarette from his coat. He lit up and let out a slow smoke-filled breath. “Charge an extra nickel to see the bones?”

      “At least.”

      He chuckled. “If we can get that, we’ll be doing good.”

      “The big shows don’t come around here much. We’re the best entertainment these folks are ever going to see.”

      “We’re the best something alright,” Marshall said. “Now, go on out of here. You ought to sleep if we’re going hellhole hunting in the morning.”

      “I’m taking Dad’s journal. If I find anything else, I’ll let you know.”

      “Don’t stay up all night reading,” Marshall said as he put out his cigarette.

      “Goodnight.” I tucked the book under my arm and headed into my own wagon.

      Unlike Marshall’s wagon filled with ledgers, weapons, bandages, and clothing filled mine. I went through clothes fast, most of them bloody from hunting trips. Then I had all the fancy slips and swimsuits to wear for the show themselves and then the dresses for when I had to go into town as a normal woman and not get all the attention of a freak. So far, the spirits had been kind, and nothing had burrowed home above my collarbone or past my wrists.

      I poured myself a finger of whiskey from a bottle the twins had given me and downed it to help get me to sleep. Dad always said the more color my skin got, the harder it’d be to sleep, but until tonight, none of the spirits had ever really bothered me. Now here I sat with a pissed off troll annoying the hell out of me when I just wanted to sleep.

      After another few fingers of whiskey, sleep snuck up on me like a chair to the back of the head. I woke up with Marshall standing above me. “Jesus, how much did you have last night?” He looked at the bottle.

      “Enough to sleep,” I muttered, trying to ignore the pounding in my brain. At least the headache seemed to be beating that troll quiet.

      Marshall passed me a cup, and I sipped at the warm coffee and sighed.

      “Let me get dressed,” I said.

      He tossed Dad’s suitcase at me. “Dad’s got a whole wardrobe for you in here. Borrow his clothes. I don’t have time to get mine washed up after you bleed all over them.”

      “I’ll meet you at the horses in a minute,” I muttered.

      Marshall nodded and left me alone. I got dressed in Dad’s clothes, the smell of tobacco, smoke and blood melded into his singular scent, and I let out a long breath. I felt like I wore a piece of his soul with me in those clothes. They hung bigger than Marshall’s, but the looseness felt comfortable, and it wasn’t nothing a good belt couldn’t keep up. I got on boots and finally headed out to meet Marshall for some circle hunting.
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      Beside my brother stood Jonah, our armless wonder.

      “Morning, Jonah,” I said.

      “Oh, good morning, Miss Hazel,” Jonah said and bowed his head.

      He wore boots, one of the only times I’d seen him in shoes. His performance in the show meant displaying all the dexterity in his toes.

      “I thought Jonah might be a bit of help today.”

      “Yeah?”

      “If you want someone who knows the Lord’s word frontwards and back, he’s your man,” Marshall said.

      A flush of pink rose to Jonah’s cheek. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “You alright hiking around with us? It might get dangerous.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said.

      Since the Bible wasn’t exactly my first language, having someone who knew about Heaven and Hell probably wouldn’t hurt when hunting down a hell portal.

      “You think you can find this place?” Marshall asked.

      I looked at Dad’s journal. “Easy. We’ll be back before lunch.”

      Marshall and Jonah didn’t look convinced. We all got onto our horses, Marshall and Jonah riding together while I took the lead. Thankfully Dad had always been pretty good at directing the way, so his maps pointed us right. In a few places, I even found scraps of fabric tied around branches, pieces I recognized from Dad’s travel pack. He always said you could never have too many things to mark a trail. He hadn’t skimped, and I resisted my urge to pull the fabric from the trees. I’d need to find my way back here, and that meant leaving up the pieces of my father to mark the way.

      “Dad definitely came through here,” I said.

      Marshall nodded. “Yeah but look how faded these are. They’ve been here through at least a storm.”

      “Maybe,” Jonah said. “But that doesn’t mean a long time. It is summer, storms come out of nowhere.”

      “They’re recent,” I said. I didn’t really believe that, but I needed to say it, to put the words out into the universe and hope that it listened.

      Following the trail with Dad’s markers was easy, and we made better time than I thought. At this rate, we’d be there just after the sun finished rising. Thankfully, not many clouds blocked the sun, so we had a clear view of where we were going. If it kept up like this, I bet we could be home in time to get some help setting up the bones into something that would be worth a nickel. We had to abandon the horses when the woods got too overgrown, but we made good time. Soon we found the clearing Dad described.

      Most of the markings were starting to fade, but for being at least a week old, they were darker on the ground than they had any right to be. Up close, the markings looked clearly like burns as though something had scorched set patterns across the ground.

      I let out a long breath and knelt down to touch the markings. “It’s warm.” I looked at Marshall. The warmth felt like the fevered brow of a kid, like something alive.

      “What? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Well, you can come tell it that.” I stood up.

      Jonah sat down on a rock at the edge of the clearing and began kicking off his shoes.

      “Hey, you’re going to get splinters being barefoot out here,” I told him.

      Jonah smiled. “I have soles of steel, Miss Hazel. Besides I want to feel these markings.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      The boys walked to the markings, sticking to the edge of the circle. None of us had chanced crossing it yet. We all knew better than to enter a strange circle.

      Marshall knelt down and put a hand on one of the marks. “You’re right.”

      Jonah moved his feet with an elegance that made me feel oafish; he had more grace in his big toe than I’d been blessed with in my whole body. He frowned as he traced the mark. “This does look like an old sign once used as a greeting.”

      “Great. So, we’ve got a circle just saying hello.” I crossed my arms.

      “The markings inside, however, those are clear markings of the devil.” Jonah pointed.

      I pulled Dad’s book out. On a blank page near his drawing, I began sketching out the other symbols.

      “You haven’t seen anything like this before?” Marshall asked.

      “If I had, I wouldn’t be letting you bully-rag me,” I said. “Anything else, Jonah?”

      “I believe this was made by someone trying to reach into Hell.”

      “Alright but did Hell reach back?” Marshall asked.

      “Those markings are warm. I’m guessing the devil stopped in for dinner,” I said.

      “Those who sup with the devil best have a long spoon,” Jonah said.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “The devil doesn’t grant bargains in anyone’s favor but his own. Anyone willing to make this kind of summoning best hope the light of God protects them.”

      “Right.” I rubbed the back of my head. “Dining with the devil’s not my thing.”

      “Who would know more about these, then?” Marshall asked.

      “I don’t know. Dad…only took me to things based from the earth, not Heaven or Hell or wherever.”

      “The devil could be loose in Arkansas and you don’t know?”

      “I doubt it’s the devil, Marshall. We’d probably have run into him by now.”

      “The devil doesn’t work in regular ways, Miss Finnegan,” Jonah said.

      “Yeah, but I doubt the devil is going to make it real far without generating some attention. We’d have heard something!”

      “Maybe,” Jonah said. “But the devil plays a long game. If he is here, then his presence will be known eventually.”

      “Okay, but right now, we can get rid of this, at least,” I said.

      “Breaking a circle that’s not yours isn’t a great thing to do. Isn’t that what Dad said?”

      “Yeah, but leaving it like this? Stones all warm and probably still active? Worse idea.”

      “I can try to help,” Jonah offered. “A prayer, perhaps?”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      I didn’t much care for having the Lord’s word tossed around like some kind of shield, but I’d never dealt with a summoning, let alone something from Hell, so might not be a bad time to call in some bigger help.

      Any help you’ve got to offer, Lady Death, would be real welcome right about now.

      But, as usual, my benefactor kept silent. The closest I had to anything heavenly was Cupid—fat, balding, and a terrible shot—but better a cherub than nothing.

      The little Cupid on my shoulder pinched as it fled my skin and materialized at my side. Jonah took a breath and stepped back.

      The cherub, for once, focused straight on the task at hand. I closed my eyes and let my mind slide into the cherub’s body. Together, we moved forward, flying to the edge of the circle. I braced as the barrier was crossed.

      Fire flared out from the center of the circle.

      The cherub vaporized immediately, and I slammed back into my body, dizzy as flames licked my arm.

      “Hazel!” Marshall yelled, but I’d fallen forward, into the circle, and fire flared around me, separating me from Jonah and Marshall.

      I winced and moved toward the center of the circle. Trapped by my own poor planning, the story of my life. In the center of the circle burned one large stone with a sigil in it I didn’t recognize.

      The fires circled in tighter, closing in around me. Burning alive would be one hell of a way to go.

      “I am not dying here,” I said clenching my fists.

      Some circle cast by a demon would not be the end of Hazel Finnegan. I let out a long breath and raised my fist. I barely felt the pain or the blood drip down my arm as I slammed my fist, my fist backed by a troll, into the stone. It shattered as I pummeled it into the dirt.

      The fires died around me as I panted for air.

      “Hazel.”

      I turned to Marshall who looked at me with something I’d never seen on his face before: fear.

      The power fled my body, and I hit the ground on my knees. Blisters popped along my hand from ripping through the fire, guess troll skin didn’t translate into spirit form.

      My breathing hammered through me as I brought my hand to my face, wiping blood dripping from my nose.

      “Hazel!” Marshall rushed to my side, Jonah just behind him.

      “Are you alright?” Jonah asked.

      I nodded. “All a treat.”

      Jonah moved over to me and made the sign of the cross with his foot in front of me. When I didn’t burst into flames or scream in pain, he seemed satisfied I wasn’t possessed or something.

      “We should get back. We’ve got to get ready for the shows,” Marshall said.

      “Yeah, alright,” I said, looking at the cracked stone in the center.  The symbols had faded to almost nothing by now. Hopefully that had gotten rid of whatever might be going on.

      We walked back to the horses, and the ride back happened in silence.
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