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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.

When he returned to the carnival with me tagging along, I saw his work. I don’t mean him giving away stuffed prizes or running a few rides or ushering people into a mirrored maze, although he did do all those things. Nope, Bart’s true occupation was hurting people. Sometimes for entertainment, sometimes for profit, but always with the zeal you find in those who truly love their jobs.

Bart . . . he couldn’t get enough of his job.

Not that it was my problem. I wanted to see what the life in a carnival was like, and that’s what I would do. If Bart liked to play mind games with gullible people, it was their fault that they weren’t a little sharper, now, wasn’t it? Or at the very least it wasn’t my fault. I was just along for the ride. Speaking of . . .

His carnival was one helluva ride.

It had been settled for two weeks in one small scrubby field on long-bladed grass that cut like knives, and spectators’ feet had stomped its grounds down into dry, pitted dirt. There was a Ferris wheel that made the most god-awful sound as it creaked up and around. It was the groan and rattle of a dragon’s dying breath—the last dragon in the darkest of ages, its final breath heated by fire and coppery with sacrificial blood somehow caught and bottled to run some unimaginable, infernal machine. Only instead of all that, it ended up wheezing its way through a garishly lit wheel that, instead of grinding their bones to dust, spun screaming children along in paroxysms of delight. That dead dragon was probably embarrassed by it all.

I liked it.

Then there was the carousel. If you’ve ever read any book, seen any movie, heard any carnie tale, you know carousels are where the very best and worst things happen. Depending on which way you spin, depending on what animal you choose to ride, Fate either kisses you on the lips or slits your throat. I loved those stories, because they got it right. That’s exactly how fate was: capricious as fuck. She would ignore the biggest decision in a person’s life yet gleefully wipe your slate in a fatal do-over on something as innocent and simple as a merry-go-round.

Perched proudly upon it was one particularly shifty-looking red-and-black-striped tiger with faceted red glass eyes that glittered like bloody tears. I wondered where he’d take you if you climbed in his saddle. I doubted it was Disneyland.

The maze of mirrors: now, that was creepy, flat-out. If you looked just the right way, took the fastest glimpse over your shoulder, you could see your reflections turn to shadowed doppelgängers with sharp teeth, hungry smiles, shadowed holes for eyes, and taloned hands pushing against the glass that locked them away. Hardly anyone did, though, look just right. But I did, each time grinning and giving a friendly wave to my predatory images across a hundred gleaming surfaces. The clawed hands waved back and, blinking in curiosity, the eyes of soot and silver would give me a wink. You caught us. Point to you.

I wasn’t superstitious and, no, not crazy. I’d traveled the world. I kept my eyes open and I’d seen things. Boring things, astounding ones, and everything in between. What I saw in the carnival was nothing unbelievable. It was more of a pitcher plant where careless flies were caught in the sticky nectar and slowly slid down to be devoured by digestive juices. If you weren’t careless, you’d be fine. If you were careless . . . hey, carnivals weren’t the only thing in the world that would eat you. In fact, after several days of following Bart through the maze of booths and rides, I’d come to the conclusion that carnivals weren’t built. They grew. They accumulated, like a feast of flies on a hidden carcass. One day there was an empty field, the next the carnival bloomed like an ebony poppy. Eventually people—and things—came, populated it, and there you go.

A slow-moving predator came to life.

Some people were carnival people. They knew the carnival and the carnival knew them. They belonged. They were black poppies, too, only on a smaller scale.

Others were just people: good, bad, and indifferent, but all of them blind. They did the work, though, and the carnival needed them. They weren’t the careless type, living the nomadic life, and they survived. I wondered what it was like to be blind like them. I’d seen a good deal of the world, but even with my first step, I’d always been able to see.

“Bart, do you have change for a fifty? Oh, look at your new friend. He’s cute.” The girl smiled at me. Becca? Yeah, Becca was her name. I’d heard it in passing the day before. She worked the psychic booth with her sister, and if she was older than fourteen, I’d need to see a birth certificate as proof.

I tried hard not to smirk back at her smile. Hey, I was cute. I worked on being cute. People, even self-centered, oblivious, or gullible people, didn’t want someone with serial killer vibes following them around.

Bart smiled back at her, so friendly and affable that manufactured goodwill oozed out of his pores. “Doodle? He’s all right. He hitched up with me on vacation. I thought I’d show him the sights.”

It was a joke to him. Bart’s kind didn’t do anything for anybody, but Becca liked me, and Bart . . . Bart liked underage girls. And underage boys. Vulnerable women. People humiliated and naked, bound in chains. And that was only the top layer of porn stuffed in his footlocker. I didn’t want to know what the second, third, or fourth layer showed.

“Change for a fifty, yeah? Anything for you, sweetheart.”

Becca was young, with long waves of hair dyed cotton candy lavender, round blue eyes, small white teeth that showed when she laughed, and exactly five freckles spread across her nose like a spray of cinnamon chips on a Christmas cookie. Wearing a long, filmy green dress, all the better to look psychic and ethereal, she reminded me of a mermaid curled happily on a rock counting flying fish. She looked innocent and sweet and oh-so-gullible.

A combination Bart absolutely could not pass up.

Of course, sociopaths with questionable taste in porn weren’t always as smart as they thought they were. There was a gleam in Becca’s blue eyes that said she wasn’t nearly as gullible as Bart thought. And if it hadn’t been for me, his new pal, I doubt he’d have seen even a smile from her.

I hadn’t run into the problem of being too cute before. Cute was harmless, cute was safe, and cute let me hang around as long as I liked. Unfortunately, this time it was helping out a predatory dick, and that annoyed me. As I’d thought before, whatever games Bart played weren’t my problem. I was a traveler. I couldn’t get bogged down by people’s troubles. There were always going to be problems, and there were always going to be Barts in the world. I couldn’t change that.

But I didn’t like being used as bait in a trap. That’s all. I just didn’t like it.

Maybe Bart would behave himself and in a few weeks I’d be gone. Off to someplace new with someone hopefully somewhat less problematically evil than good old Bart.

“Good-bye, Doodle.” Becca smiled at me again. The two front teeth were separated by a tiny gap and her smile was all the more perfect for it. She thought my name was funny, I could tell. But I didn’t mind. I liked it. That was me. Humble Doodle, nothing less, nothing more.

“He’s the quiet sort,” Bart laughed. His laugh was perfect, too, but completely false. Becca’s smile was a warm summer rain. Bart’s laugh was a snow globe—cold glass and fake plastic whirling around, trying to fill the void beneath the hard shell. “Doesn’t say a word. But come back and visit him anytime. I do enough talking for the both of us, Miss Becca.”

Becca tilted her head. “Maybe.” Then she smiled again, this time at Bart, and headed back to the psychic booth.

Just like that, I saw the gleam of good sense sputter and go out of her eyes. It wasn’t her fault, not really. She was fourteen and Bart was a good-looking twenty-one-year-old in a carnival where her working age group was limited and dental hygiene was not the word of the day among most. Bart was blind, the most interesting parts of the carnival a mystery to him, but he was a black poppy, too—a different sort, but he’d eat you all the same.

I sighed. This had every sign of fucking up my good time here.

Bart frowned at me. “At least you’re good for something.”

That would be Bart, only noticing me when I did something for him—whether I’d meant to or not. The Bartholomews of the world . . . Bigger assholes could not be found.

While Bart continued to sucker people into trying to win teddy bears in a game so rigged Vegas would’ve been proud, I did my best to forget about little girls with lavender hair and concentrate on my sightseeing. I perked up as the Poodle Lady passed by us. She was a grandmotherly type with hair as short and curly as that of her dogs, pink cheeked and plump and with a thousand fake diamond rings, bracelets, necklaces, even a tiara. When the sun hit her, she glittered wildly, a star about to go supernova. She was a sight, but that wasn’t what interested me.

It was the poodles.

I loved the poodles.

I whistled low and soft as they trotted by, bedecked in ruffled collars. All white, they were tiny dandelion drifts blowing across the ground, yipping and excited from their last round of acrobatic tricks. As one, each furry face turned my way at the whistle too soft for the Poodle Lady to hear. Each mouth opened and each pink tongue twisted to change into a tentacle with pulsing suckers and fully as long as each dog’s entire body. Each eye turned the blind silver-white of fish that lived so deep underwater that sight wasn’t necessary.

It tickled me. Cthulhu slept, but his goddamn poodles roamed the earth.

Then they were only ordinary poodles once again and they scampered on, one stopping to lift a leg on Bart’s booth.

“Hey, you little shit!” he snapped, tossing a teddy bear at it with malicious force. In a fraction of a second the stuffed animal was nothing but shreds and stuffing and, after pissing on that as well, the poodle was gone.

A few minutes later five clowns wandered by, following the Poodle Lady to the lunch tent. I didn’t bother with them. Clowns were the biggest disappointment in the carnival. They were supposed to be cannibalistic, murderous, child-stealing monsters with jagged metal teeth and makeup mixed of blood and ashes. But no. They weren’t. They were just ordinary people who liked to make people laugh. Which, don’t get me wrong, is nice in theory and all. Still . . .

Disappointing.

That’s what happens when you buy into a stereotype. You think nightmares using intestines to make balloon animals and you get slightly dumpy, sort of sad, average people who had determined that if they couldn’t laugh themselves, they would do their best to make others laugh. Noble, but a little bit boring. I wouldn’t have minded seeing Bart, the porno-loving sociopath, end up as a balloon animal, as he seemed set on ruining my playing tourist.

Finally, Bart closed up the booth a few hours later to grab a meal himself. I went along, too, not that he would notice if I ate or not. Luckily, I could get by on little. Roaming the world will teach you that. Refrigerators and microwaves were rare in my life. I had eaten goat once in India. . . . I still felt rather bad about that.

Bart loaded up a paper plate with barbecue and long, slinky fries dripping with grease. Sitting down at a picnic table, he dug in, and I rethought the goat issue. The food here looked as if that long-digested goat had vomited on a plate and then handed you a fork. Bart obviously didn’t mind, as he plowed through the mess. I reflected on how he had a grin and a wave for everyone who walked by except the Poodle Lady, and I wasn’t surprised. The clowns had their masks of greasepaint and Bart had this mask. The friendly guy who was enough of a flirt for the women and a bit of the roguish con man for the men—it was a good disguise. It said, “I’m good, but not too good.” Too good can’t be real, and Bart was smart enough to know that. He relied on the wink and the grin and the “I might cheat you at cards, but not for money.”

He made you like him, and there weren’t many masks better than that. Everyone here fell for it, even the black poppies, who I’d have thought would’ve known better. He really was that good.

But on that day, I learned I was wrong after all. One person did see through him.

Remember when I said love’s a bitch?

Yeah. . . .

Now is when I come back to that.

Love is a bitch.

That’s what people say. I hadn’t come to the conclusion about how often people were right—I was a little naïve on the subject, I admit it—but in this case, with this one nugget of knowledge, the people were in the know. On the money.

Love is a bitch, and this being my first encounter with it, I wished the saying was longer. Love is a bitch . . . but here’s how you deal with it. A nice list with bullet points would be appreciated. Some pictures, maybe? I’d take stick figures if that’s all that was available. I wasn’t proud. I traveled the world, but that didn’t mean I was always wise in the ways of it. Any assistance I could get, I would happily take. I was stuck with Bartholomew, however, and helpful he was not. What he knew about love, he wasn’t telling, which rather sucked for me, as I’d hooked up with him to learn more about the world I was traveling and life in general. I tried to learn from everyone I’d teamed up with. So far all I’d learned from Bartholomew about love was that he didn’t much care for it. Correction: he didn’t much care for it unless he could twist it to his benefit.

Like he was thinking about with Becca.

Becca, who was too young to know better.

“Bartholomew, I want you to stay the hell away from my little sister.”

Her sister, though, she knew about the big bad wolves in the world. And where the huntsman would carry an axe, she would carry a shotgun.

Bart looked up from his plate with rage. Unadulterated fury that someone would dare tell him what to do. I looked up and . . . shit . . . I was head over heels. Love. There it was. There she was, and nothing in all my rambles had prepared me for it.

“Whatcha talking about, Starling my darling?” His hand white-knuckled around his plastic fork, but his voice was smooth as honey and slippery as butter. “Becca came over for change and to see my buddy, Doodle. She’s a kid, for God’s sake. What? You think I don’t know that?” Bart was probably smirking on the inside about how very well he did know that . . . about how much he liked that.

I’d picked up on Becca having an older sister who played the psychic, but I hadn’t seen her in my few days at the midway. Bart didn’t cross her path . . . or maybe she didn’t cross his. Didn’t want to. As she sat down opposite him, I saw it in her eyes when she looked at him. . . . Here There Be Monsters reflected in onyx mirrors. It might as well have been painted on Bart, which was rather ironic, to her gaze at least. She knew. She knew about wolves and monsters and how a man could be all that and worse.

Starling’s dark eyes passed over me. “Doodle?” There was scorn in her voice, but it was for Bart, not me. I hoped. “Do you think your buddy there is going to have me thinking you’re nothing but a puppy, all big eyes and milk breath? Sugar, you’re trying to pull the wool over the wrong set of eyes. I know wickedness when I smell it, and you are rank with it.”

I hadn’t noticed it in Becca, but Starling had a trace of a southern accent. Around twenty-four or twenty-five, she had hair that wasn’t long like Becca’s, but a short cap of dark red streaked with the black stripes of a tiger. It cupped her head less like a gentle hand and more like a warrior’s sleek helmet. Her eyes were dark and fierce, but she had the same five freckles. It was incongruous—the same as if you walked the plains of Africa and a tiger lifted its head from its kill to show a spattering of shooting-star freckles across its bloodied muzzle.

Sappy, yeah?

Head-over-heels. What can I say?

Can you blame me? I mean, seriously, a tiger with freckles. Who wouldn’t fall for that?

“Wicked? Jesus, Starling, you’ve known me six months now.” And it wouldn’t be any longer than that. Bart was the type to piss where he lived. His stays would be short and his exits in the middle of the night, leaving pain and regret in his wake. Sometimes maybe worse. “What have I ever done to you? What have I ever done to anyone?”

His hand relaxed on the fork, but it twitched. It was the kind of movement that made me think that had he had metal instead of plastic, she might have been stabbed with it.

“I don’t know. What did you do to Mr. Murphy? How’d you come by his booth? One day he’s there, the next he’s gone, and there you are with your easy smile, pretty talk, and dead eyes. And don’t tell me he sold it to you. Murph loved the carnival, and as far as I can tell, you don’t love anything but yourself.” A short fingernail painted copper hit Bart in the chest. “So, here it is, Bar-tho-lo-mew, you don’t touch Becca or I’ll get my daddy’s old bowie knife out and make sure you don’t have a damn thing left to touch anyone with ever again.”

Eyes narrowed, face flushed with anger, unpainted lips peeled back from her tiger’s teeth, she was . . . amazing. And then she was gone, turned and striding out of the tent with her long silk skirt doing nothing to conceal long legs loping after another gazelle to take down.

Bart, unfortunately, was no gazelle. He wasn’t a tiger, either. Bart was a hyena through and through. He only took down the weak and the vulnerable, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. If anything, this adversary would make him more dangerous . . . thinking, plotting, and full of an ego that was not going to take this lying down.

And Starling, as demanding and feisty as the bird she was named for, knew him. No one else at the carnival did, but she knew. She might actually be a little psychic, putting truth to that label on her booth. If I’d learned anything in this world, it was that things you think are aren’t, and things you think aren’t can be. Everything under the sun . . .

Mr. Murphy . . . That was a new name I didn’t know anything about. Bart could be a bigger predator than I’d thought, a pack of hyenas all on his own. Which wasn’t good—not for Becca. Starling had tried to push around Bart, command him. Bart was a man . . . (a thing) . . . you didn’t tell what to do, because sure as shit, he’d do exactly the opposite for spite alone.

Well, fuck.

What did I do about that? About little Becca? About her gloriously wild sister? I was Doodle. While the Barts of life walked around with hands dripping pain or blood, Doodles, we didn’t get involved. I was always on the outside looking in. I wanted to see the world, I didn’t want to be the world. It was too complicated. Standing up for something, I didn’t know how to do that, to be that. I was content being the camera, not the subject.

I only wanted to watch. I only wanted to see.

What about Starling, anyway? She’d watched me, but she hadn’t seen me, not really. Sometimes I blended in a little too well, and blending in with Bart’s kind wasn’t the way to her heart, that was for damn certain. I shifted a little and grimaced at how that had come back to bite me in the ass. Bart hissed and glared at me, raising a hand to aim a slap in my direction.

Stopping at the last moment, he snapped, low and mean, “Son of a bitch.” Then he stared at where Starling had sat. “Or just a fucking bitch—period.”

The rest of the evening and night, Bart spent thinking. What he was thinking, he didn’t say out loud. I wasn’t surprised. If it was close to the thoughts I was working through, words like that . . . they do something to the air. They taint it with shadows and the smell of week-old roadkill. Words like that—I’d heard enough of them in my life, and I didn’t care to hear any more of them.

When Bart went to bed that night, I left as I always did. Sometimes I lay in the grass and watched the stars. I waved to them, too, like I did the reflections in the mirror maze . . . just in case. Sometimes I’d investigate the carnival further, which was how I discovered that the magician had four arms and his hat had teeth. No wonder he kept a giant cage constantly full of at least twenty-five doomed rabbits. I let them go. That wasn’t much interference.

Tonight I found a family sitting outside their trailer. The mother and father were listening to music, drinking wine, kissing, and laughing, laughing, laughing. Here was the love Bart knew nothing about. I watched from the dark, then wandered behind the trailer, where someone else had wandered as well. Their little boy. He was two, two and a half. Baby ages are hard. Strawberry-blond hair stood on end and pudgy hands were waving in a vain attempt to catch fireflies. He saw me, pointed, and laughed.

I smiled at him and whispered, “Hi.” I pointed to my chest. “Doodle.”

He pressed his finger against my nose. “Doodle!” He laughed again.

“Doodle,” I agreed. I liked kids. Kids were uncomplicated and easy to understand. I didn’t have to worry about keeping my head down and not being noticed. Kids accepted. They weren’t suspicious or judgmental. They took me at face value and it didn’t matter what I knew or didn’t know. If I wasn’t always sure how to behave, because I was a little different, it didn’t matter. To them being Doodle was enough. I was about to ask what his name was, although I wasn’t so good with talking—words were difficult to get out for me—when I heard his mother calling. Reluctantly, I trudged back into the dark.

He called after me. “Doodle! Doodle!”

I heard his mother laugh at him. “Who are you talking to, silly bear?”

Those were two nice memories. Love and wine; a little boy and fireflies. I’d keep those when I moved on.

I wandered some more, watched the stars, and got back to Bart’s trailer by morning. It was important, as a professional hanger-on, not to be gone long enough to be noticeably absent. That led to second thoughts about poor Doodle. I wouldn’t want Bart to get too used to being without me—not yet.

I expected him to start a campaign to win Becca’s trust. Buy her a gooey, sugary pastry, all fried dough, cherries, and powdered sugar. Talk to her as if she were a grown woman, not a fourteen-year-old. Try to get her to brush off Starling’s warnings as an over-protective big-sister reaction. It would’ve been typical pedophile behavior.

But Bart proved me wrong. Bart showed he wasn’t typical . . . not in this case. Maybe he would be normally, but Starling had stood up to him, beat him down, and seen him for what he really was. She saw through his mask, and of all the things she’d done, that was the worst. No one saw Bart for what he was. If they did, how could he continue being what he was? How could he get away with it?

He couldn’t.

She might tell others. They might believe her. Bart couldn’t have that.

No, he could not.

While he sulked among the teddy bears, taking dollars in exchange for guaranteed failure, he kept his fake smile plastered to his face, though he mumbled under his breath. I couldn’t make out words—just the static buzz of what were likely psychotic ravings.

Bart had been a mistake. I should go now. Before I spent the next night and the one after peeking in the window of Starling and Becca’s trailer.

Too late.

No self-will at all, that was me. When Bart turned in, I was at their trailer window. The curtains were the brilliant green of Irish fields, with a crack between the two halves. It wasn’t a large one, but large enough that I could see through. It was late, with Bart exhausted by his porn for the night and already asleep. But Starling was still up. She was curled up on a tiny couch with a cup of tea, wearing pajamas patterned with ice cream cones. Her bare feet were pink with copper-painted toenails, her smooth cap of hair was ruffled in completely ridiculous spikes and cowlicks, and the curve of her lips was relaxed. She was a long way from the “gypsy psychic” she’d been while facing down Bart, when she was dressed in silk and beads with black ice for eyes, nails the color of a Burmese sunset, and teeth bared in threat. It was different now, a picture of domestic bliss. . . .

Until you noticed the giant bowie knife that was cradled on the cushion next to her. That made it even better.

Perfect domestic bliss.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. A she-tiger sat in ridiculous pajamas, drinking tea, studying her toenails to see if they needed repainting—and had her knife at the ready for Bart in case some wicked piece of anatomy needed to be treated like a breakfast sausage.

Love could be wine under the stars, but love could be this too.

I’d never felt it before, not really, but love . . . I didn’t have the words for how it made me feel. I was Doodle and words weren’t my thing. But I felt and I wanted and I dreamed and Starling, she was all of that. She was a tiger, my tiger, and she wouldn’t ever back down from anything.

Laughing had been a mistake, though. She whipped her head toward the window and was up and moving. She was fast, but I was faster. I’d traveled far and wide and learned you had to be fast to survive.

Later I returned and tried the back where the bedroom would be. It was a small trailer, only big enough for one foldout bed. I saw Starling and Becca tangled up like children under the blankets. Becca slept curled up on her side, doing her unconscious best to scoot Starling out of the bed onto the floor. Starling slept—out of self-preservation, probably—on her stomach with one arm hooked around the edge of the mattress as if it were a lover of last hope. Lavender and tiger-striped hair mixed together in the dark, inseparable.

My heart warmed. Becca was less Starling’s sister and more her cub. Starling would kill Bart and wouldn’t shed a tear over it. Such was the way of the wild, and that was another good thought and memory to keep. Fierce protection and soft hair mixed under piles of blankets.

It was enough. I didn’t spy anymore. I wanted to see new things, but I didn’t want to dirty them . . . unless they were already dirty, and then there wasn’t much more I could do there anyway. I learned that when one of the poodles chased me back to Bart’s trailer. I nearly lost a strip of my hide to a fast-moving tentacle, but I still loved the little monsters. They were so damn funny.

—

THE NEXT DAY was the same as the others. Or so I thought until that night, when Bart spent three hours digging up Mr. Murphy and moving him farther away into the woods. Starling had spooked him. And Bart spooked me. He didn’t know I was there, watching. He wouldn’t have known if the whole carnival was there, cheering him on. He was muttering to himself with flecks of saliva flying from his mouth and a body tense with absolute molten rage. This time I could hear what he was saying: “Bitch, bitch, bitch. Fucking whore. Telling me. Telling me what I can do. She’ll be sorry. She’ll be so fucking sorry, she’ll beg. She’ll beg and beg and beg—she’ll beg. . . .” After that it was more incoherent, the rage a language all its own.

Shit, Doodle, I thought with grim resignation, what have you gotten yourself into now?

Breakfast was not good. I kept wondering why I was still here and not in the wind. That was my number one rule, the Doodle motto: Watch but don’t participate. Don’t get involved. You’re different, you’re weird, and no matter how harmless I tried to look, people wouldn’t want me around once they knew me—the real me. I was a freak.

Wasn’t that ironic? In a carnival where there were no freaks anymore and the word itself was now bad and wrong, I was still a freak. Just a different kind of one.

Facts were facts: if people knew me, they would shun me. That meant I couldn’t let anyone see behind the mask or through the reflection. I wanted to talk to Starling and tell her all the places and things I’d seen. The world was huge and its mysteries and secrets never-ending. I wanted to see her small, fiercely suspicious face smooth into smiles. I wanted to see her throw that neatly shaped head back in reckless laughter. I wanted to make fun of her pajamas and have her make up an outrageous fortune for me. Most of all, I wanted to sharpen her bowie knife for her and tell her never to warn men like Bart first, to just go ahead and put them down.

I wanted all those things, but I knew that Starling, for all her wild ways, wouldn’t react differently from anyone else when it came to me. I was too different, and while the world changed all the time, that wouldn’t.

Couldn’t.

I watched as Bart shoveled down his breakfast. Wondering. Wondering. What should I . . . The thought was interrupted. The couple from three nights ago walked by, swinging their little boy hand in hand. He saw me and squealed, “Doodle!”

His mother, ponytail swinging, looked over and smiled. “There is a Doodle, isn’t there? Hey, Doodle.” She laughed cheerfully. It wasn’t the throaty wine laugh from before, but I still liked it.

Bart was not thrilled. “You get more action than I do, asshole,” he mumbled under his breath while waving at them and giving them the patented Bart smile, that cork against a human bottle of psychopathic rage and hate. See the smile, but never look past it.

The mother didn’t, and they were past us and gone. I relaxed slightly. Bart had something planned for either Becca or Starling, I knew that. I didn’t want to add any further collateral damage.

By that time Bart was done. He left his plate and cup on the table, uncaring, which wasn’t a good sign. You didn’t do that in the carnival. You cleaned up after yourself—always. The mask was slipping.

—

THAT NIGHT IT dissolved and Bart—the real Bart—came out to play.

I could hear a thousand crickets when Becca slipped out the trailer door and Bart approached her with, “Hey, sweetheart, where you going?”

I saw the flash of wariness in her eyes. Her sister had told her about Bart and, unlike most girls Becca’s age, she believed. She listened to her big sister, and now she wanted nothing to do with Bart.

“Oh . . . Bart . . . and Doodle.” Her smile was a small, pained thing, because it was meant to include me. But as everyone had seen that I stood with and behind Bart since I’d arrived, it didn’t throw Bart off. Her voice wasn’t casual and breezy as she hoped. It only showed her fear and her weakness, and I could see Bart was already high at the sight of both. “I’m just going to Bartleby’s.” She tilted her head toward the next trailer. “We’re out of milk for Star’s tea.”

It was barely dark. It was just next door, but even so, I found it hard to believe Starling would let her go alone . . . not when the big bad wolf lived just across the way.

“Tea.” Bart rolled the word around his mouth. “She drinks tea. The bitch drinks tea. How fucking boring. I’m surprised she doesn’t drink acid, for all the shit that comes out of her mouth.”

Becca was frozen. In her life probably no one had ever talked to her that way, not even in a carnival. Bart used that. And he clubbed her down with one blow of his fist. She was a puddle of green and heather and ivory silk at his feet.

I hissed. This was wrong. Wrong. The world could be a bad place. I knew that. From the beginning I knew and had promised to stay out of it—for the very reason that I was as wrong in my way and my help might not be any better than the things I tried to stop. I watched. That’s all. That’s . . .

Why, Bart? Why, you asshole? Why’d you have to go and screw everything up?

He buried a hand in Becca’s hair and dragged her back into the trailer, dropping her on the floor and locking the flimsy door behind us.

“Doodle this and Doodle that,” he sneered at her. “You never had a word to say to me until goddamn Doodle came along.”

That was why. It was why Bart had messed things up for me and Becca, and it was why I had to fix it. If I hadn’t been here, this wouldn’t have happened. Mr. Murphy would’ve—already had—but not this.

“Becca? Did you open the door? I told you not to go outside after dark without me.” Starling came out of the tiny bathroom and stopped short at the sight of the unconscious bundle that was her sister. “Becca?”

She sounded lost, but she wasn’t. I don’t think Starling had ever been lost in her life. She stood, short hair damp, the wet gloss of red-and-black stripes screaming “Beware!” Wrapped in a scarlet robe, feet bare like before, she was a queen and Bart should’ve feared her. But Bart was an idiot.

I wasn’t. When she whipped that man-eating knife from behind her back and lunged to stab him in the chest, I applauded, unnoticed. Bart spat curses and grabbed her neck to throw her to the ground, the knife still in him. Starling was a fighter, but she was small. Five foot three at best. Barely a hundred pounds. But no matter the size, a tiger is still a tiger. She was back on her feet in a fraction of a second, her hands back on the handle of the knife, trying to shove it in deeper. It had gotten hung up on a rib bone, more’s the pity.

This time Bart grabbed her throat and held on, choking fast any screams she might’ve made. With the other hand he pulled the blade out of his flesh. “You fucking bitch.” His teeth were bared, his eyes full of fury, but a cold fury. When rage burns, at least it’s quick. When it’s cold, it can make a death last forever. Slice by slice by slice.

Holding the knife just under her chin and above his hand, he seethed curses that seemed to crawl over both of their bodies. “I’m going to kill you—don’t think for a second there’s a way out of that. But first I’m going to hurt your little sister. Hurt your Becca. I’m going to fuck her five ways to Sunday and then I’m going to cut every inch of her so the next man that looks at her pukes from the sight. And then I’m going to leave her alive on top of your fucking entrails. If ‘alive’ is what you can call that. In fact, I’ll call her up in a few years, ask her. Ask her if she’s alive or if she’s a corpse walking around with a beating heart. How’s that sound, Starling my darling? Well? How’s that sound? Fucking answer me, bitch!”

I was different. I was a freak, maybe. I was the passive watcher, blending in and never getting involved. Speaking only to kids too little to know how strange I was. That’s who Doodle was. That’s who Doodle had always been.

Until now.

Now . . . now I got involved.

Now I spoke.

Because now I was fucking pissed.

“Time to go home, Bart,” I said, stretching against the tightness of being still. Shedding the inertia of blending in.

Past Starling and the knife I could see the three of us in the bathroom mirror. I could see the surprise on Bart’s face, the bulge of his bicep where he all but held Starling off her feet. And I could see me.

On his bicep. On his skin.

A cute, happy monkey with a cheerful grin, the hat of a clown, several balloons of red, blue, and green held in one paw, the tail wrapped around Bart’s arm and below that, my name: Doodle.

Bart’s drunken vacation had him waking up with a tattoo he couldn’t even remember getting. Everyone in the carnival had loved it, though. Loved me. Joked about his new friend with the funny name, Doodle. Bart had been pissed about me, thought I was goofy and stupid, until people started talking to him to look at me. He regretted it less then, that mysterious tattoo. Bart, who’d take any advantage he could get.

Me? I’d just wanted to see life in a carnival. See this world. I’d spent millions of years in a different place and, once out, I wanted to see it all. It was brand-new to me and much better than home. Home . . . well, home was hell. Plain as it came.

Once, when especially bored, a demon had sketched me in the burning sand. Hence my name—hilarious, huh? I was a demonic doodle, who after endless years had finally escaped Hell, snaking through the smallest of cracks. I was a line of sulfur and will, and I could shape myself into any form and color. I thought a monkey was good for a carnival and particularly appropriate for Bart. He didn’t fling his feces, but he bit and he bit hard.

So did I.

I slithered out of the monkey shape, shed those colors, and went up Bart’s arm, winding back and forth at a speed even a rattlesnake couldn’t have managed. In less than a breath I was wrapped several times around Bart’s neck and that breath . . . it wasn’t something he had to worry about any longer.

I tightened until he turned blue and dropped the knife from Starling’s throat. I tightened again until he was purple and dropped himself, too, beside the knife. He foamed at the mouth a bit, like they do, and then he died and shot straight down to the burning sands I’d escaped.

Of all the predators that prowled the carnival with strange appetites and stranger shapes, the human was the truest monster of them all. The truest evil.

I know what people would think. I’m from Hell. Big H, little e, double-hockey-sticks Hell. I should be evil myself, pure malevolence, every part of me. Eh, not so much. You live in Hell for millions of years and you realize something about evil: it’s boring. You can say it’s wrong and morally reprehensible and all that, and you’d be right. But mainly it’s just so damn boring that after a while you don’t ever want to see it again. Life, even when it lasts millions of years, is too short for boring.

I wasn’t putting up with boring again.

Bart was wrong. Bart was boring. And now Bart was gone.

“Doodle?” Starling was crouched on the floor, staring at the tattoo line garroting Bart, finally seeing me.

I slid from around Bart’s neck and re-created the monkey shape and offered her the balloons.

“Doodle,” I confirmed.

She reached out and took them. Hesitantly, but she was a tiger and feared nothing, so she accepted them. The painted colors poured over her hand like a melting rainbow before disappearing.

“You . . . what are . . . ?” She shook her head, because this was Starling and even if I’d known her only days, I knew her still. She was infinitely practical. She didn’t second-guess, she definitely didn’t look a gift Doodle in the mouth. “You saved us. Thank you.”

My monkey tail curled around her wrist, black and brown lines of ink. “Doodle loves you.” I couldn’t talk much. Throats and voice boxes and tongues, they’re beyond a simple doodle, and I hadn’t regretted it before, but I did now. I eked out the words anyway. I couldn’t have held them back.

Because, yes, love is a bitch and doodles and tigers can’t be together, but love is still worth saying aloud.

“Doodle loves you.” I let go of her wrist, unraveled this shape, and slipped away through the small crack under the door and into the night.

Soon enough I’d find someone else to hitch a ride with, see something new, and maybe fall in love again. It was possible. Evil was boring, but love was interesting and exciting—everything I could imagine—and covered the world. I could meet love over and over.

Love is a bitch, I thought sadly, yet fondly, too, as I disappeared from the carnival and into a promising darkness.

Love is a bitch.

But she’s my bitch, and I couldn’t wait to see her again.
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“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.

As if a golden hook had wrapped around her heart, she knew she had to get to the other side, to the carnival there. But first she needed clothes. She stood and ran a hand along the side of the wagon until she found a doorknob. The car was completely dark, and she was willing to bet it was empty.

The door creaked open on more darkness, and stepping through it she fumbled along the interior wall until she found a button. A series of Victorian-looking sconces lit with an orange glow. She was in luck: the room was a jumble of mannequins, hats, and sequins. Costumes sprouted from dress forms, half finished in harlequin diamonds or lurid stripes. Feathers exploded from upturned top hats, and bolts of cloth swooped across the ceiling like gypsy tents. When no one appeared to challenge her presence, she went to a rack to borrow some clothes.

Half of the outfits revealed far too much skin, while the other half laced up so tightly at neck and wrist that she dismissed them on the grounds of claustrophobia. At last, she selected a long green gown with a low neck that covered her full sleeves of tattoos but neatly framed the sparrows on her clavicles and the banner strung between them. The dress covered every other tattoo except the one on the back of her neck. She chose a hat that would hide that and her hair, tying the ribbons under her chin with more determination than she’d felt in a long time. Finding a pair of worn slippers under an ancient sewing machine, she slid her feet in, turned off the lights, and slipped back out the door to face the darkness where she’d begun.

She paused outside and leaned her back against the wagon, her head tilted upward to half-familiar constellations partially hidden by swirling wisps of cloud. This place—it couldn’t be real.

Then again, considering reality had failed her, did she care?

Lydia breathed out, low and long. Whatever this place was, she had to go to the carnival. It called to her, whispered in her ear with every caressing breeze, drew her inexorably forward. The dress swished around her as she stepped down the stairs and crept around to where the wagon hooked on to the next car. The path to the carnival beyond was blocked by a strange contraption. As Lydia approached, a demonic head on a long neck swung toward her with a metallic creak. Red eyes flashed in her face, and she stumbled back as steel teeth clanked inches away from her nose.

She’d almost been bitten by an animatronic giraffe.

There was no way around it. She slunk back around the wagon, only to find a unicorn at the next juncture between cars. Then an elephant after that. Then a panda bear. She began to feel very much like Alice in Wonderland, met at every path by blockades of her own feverish imagining. It made no sense; why would robots guard the spaces between the train cars? Wasn’t the point of the carnival to attract an audience? When she came to a trio of ridiculous flamingos, she decided it was time to take control of the limbo world and force her way through.

The dancing flamingos were made of metal scraps held together with rivets, their legs coiled springs. Lydia was about to dart past their pedestal when one of the heads sprang back toward her, the banana-shaped beak opening to show sawtooth ridges. With a determined grunt, she pushed it to the side and tried to duck past. Another head appeared in her way, the beak latching onto her arm.

Lydia stumbled back, jerking her sleeve away. Stunned and shaking, she looked down at her torn gown and the red scratch across her arm.

So she could be hurt here, then, wherever here was. The flamingo’s head turned, the beak wide open and spinning with saw teeth.

“You lost?”

Swallowing a shriek, she jerked her head to the side. An oddly fierce man stood in the scant light, far too close for comfort. His face was narrow and pale under a mop of wild hair, his dark eyes outlined in black. He was dressed in a loose shirt, suspenders, and striped pants that accentuated his wiry build. He had appeared from nowhere, and it unsettled her.

Trapped between the stranger and the chainsaw teeth, she whispered, “Yes.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Come on, then.” He jerked his head away from the flamingos, and she nervously followed him across the wide patch of grass circled by the ring of linked wagons. When he slowed a little and half turned to her, she could barely see the shadow of a smile.

“Settle down, girl. I’m not going to eat you. I promise.” She didn’t say anything; she couldn’t. “How’d you get back here, anyway? This area’s off-limits.” He focused on the rip in her dress, nostrils flaring. “Did one of the carnivalleros bring you back here? Take advantage?”

Lydia shook her head no before realizing that gestures weren’t enough.

“I got lost.” Her voice was small, swallowed up by the night.

“That don’t explain your undressery.” He started walking again, and she felt every pebble through the slippers. “Pretty lass like you might get in trouble, letting that much skin out. You foreign or something?”

When he said something, his mournful British accent turned it into sumpin’, and she smiled a wobbly smile. It was hard to be scared of a guy who looked and sounded like John Lennon.

“Or something, I guess.”

He stopped walking when they reached the patch of light between two train cars. The shadow of a large mechanical ostrich danced over them, and the man ran a hand through wavy auburn hair and held out a red-gloved hand.

“I’m Charlie Dregs.” His smile was crooked but contagious, and Lydia reached out to shake.

“Lydia Beckwith.”

He bowed and went gallantly to kiss her hand. As his lips brushed her skin, he breathed in deeply and let out a small moan. Lydia snatched her hand back and crossed her arms protectively over her chest.

“Are you some kind of creeper, Charlie Dregs?”

Charlie swallowed and glanced around the field as if someone might step forward to vouch for him. Lydia took a step backward, on the off chance he was checking for possible witnesses. Her instinct was to trust him, but her instinct had been wrong before.

“I ain’t a creeper. Plain enough to see I’m a Bludman.”

“A blood man?”

“Bludman. A man who drinks blood.”

She reared back, panicking, looking for a place to run, but he just snorted.

“If I was going to attack you, don’t you think I would have done it when you wasn’t looking?”

It was true. It was crazy, but it was true. And he wasn’t attacking her now. And she was trapped back here, in the field, thanks to the robot animals. Trusting Charlie Dregs was the only way to the carnival. She wrapped her arms more tightly around herself and glared at him.

“Why aren’t you attacking me, then?”

He stared at her for a moment; then his eyes lit up, and he let out a bark of laughter.

“I get it now, Lydia. You’re a Stranger.”

“What?”

“This ain’t your world, is it? That explains your smell, why you’d dress like that, how you got on this side of the clockworks, how come you got ink when you ain’t a Bludman. It’s true, right?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You just woke up here, naked. And it ain’t where you’re from.”

Lydia looked up at the sky. The stars seemed all cattywampus, tilted and dizzying. She blinked, and the world coalesced around her like a new coat that already fit perfectly.

“No, I guess it’s not.”

A brilliant grin lit Charlie’s face. “I always wanted to find a Stranger. We got to tell the caravan master, but then we’ll see the sights, eh?” He raised his eyebrows at her and smirked, but sweetly. “Unless you’re scared?”

She stiffened. “Should I be?”

“Plenty in this world to be scared of, but you needn’t fear me. I’ve not drunk blood straight from the source in at least ten years. Only vials.” He jerked his chin at the carnival beyond. “You’re going to need somewhere to stay, you know. You won’t last a night on the wild moors alone. Master Criminy likes to take in Strangers, so long as they don’t mind work. How about it?”

“I . . .”

Lydia stared at the glittering dreamscape beyond. Women in corsets and bustles and bell-shaped skirts flitted about like tropical birds on the arms of men wrapped in tailcoats and doffing top hats. The calliope music had segued into something familiar that sounded like “Yellow Submarine.” The air was chill with autumn, spiked with the scents of caramel and apples and pumpkin and topped with the buttery kiss of popcorn. Her mouth watered. She still didn’t understand what was happening or why this friendly yet strangely fierce man had fangs. But she couldn’t stand on this side of the wagons any longer. The carnival tugged at her. She had to get to the other side, where the magic was.

She shrugged. “What do I have to lose?”

Charlie stepped close to the clockwork ostrich, saying, “Orangutan posthumous grotesque.” Before she could ask him what he meant, the dancing bird froze. “That’s the passcode,” Charlie explained, stepping under its neck and holding out his hand. With a deep breath, she ducked under the unmoving bird and into the carnival proper.

Everything was different on the other side of the wagons. The air was full of glitter, the lanterns glowed like jars of fairy dust, and music danced on a sugar-frosted breeze. Laughter was everywhere. It was like a dream, like every Christmas morning should have been, like prom looked in movies. And it was contagious. Lydia’s smile broke out, stretching until her cheeks ached. She wanted to be part of this place, this moment, forever.

“You never been to a carnival before, Lydia?”

She shook her head, stars in her eyes. “Never.”

He held out his arm, and she took it. As they walked under a tightrope strung high overhead, the pretty girl balancing there on one leg shouted, “Oi, Charlie! What do you think you’re doin’, lad?”

“Bein’ philanthropic,” he shot back. He gave Lydia a fond but sharp-toothed smile and a look she couldn’t quite puzzle out but that nevertheless made her blush.

Charlie scanned the crowd, nostrils flaring and head cocked to the side like that of a dog hunting for bacon. Lydia danced back when a small monkey made of metal scampered past, tail in the air, but Charlie pulled her along to follow it. They wound through the crowd in giggling pursuit, stopping short when the copper robot scampered into a cluster of velvet-walled tents with fluttering flags on top. A golden rope was strung all around as a barricade, and the curlicue letters on the sign said simply Freak Show.

“Is the boss inside?” Charlie asked the leather-clad man standing by the money box.

“Yeah, but the girl has to pay admission,” the man snapped. Charlie pointed to Lydia’s sparrow tattoo.

“New act.”

The man sneered but let them by. They ducked into the maze of tents, and Lydia barely had time to take in the lantern-lit wall of strange jars filled with horrors and miracles before she heard a ruckus behind the display.

“Lads. Lads. Not again. Which head shall I cut off first, eh?”

Charlie held back a curtain to reveal the strangest scene Lydia had ever witnessed. The copper monkey they’d just followed perched on the shoulder of a seriously sexy ringmaster, who had his fist wound up in the jacket lapels of a two-headed boy while a well-dressed wolfman watched from the sidelines.

“She asked for it, Master Stain. Begged to be bitten, really—”

“Perk of the job—”

“One less vial you got to feed us, right?”

The two heads kept interrupting each other, muttering through bloodstained teeth. The ringmaster tossed the boys to the ground at the feet of the wolfman, whose face looked more like that of a smug Yorkie than that of a wolf.

“I’m not one for upholding the law, lads, but I’m rather against having my caravan shut down, and Pietro caught you fair and square.” The ringmaster fetched a copper coin from his waistcoat and threw it at the wolfman, who fumbled with dark-furred fingers before shoving it in his pocket with a grin. “Catarrh, Quincy. This is your last warning. I know how delicious they are, but if I can abstain, so can you. No more drinking from the customers, or I swear I’ll toss the uglier head to the bludbunnies if I can ever figure out which one is more repugnant.”

The ringmaster turned around, noticing Charlie and Lydia for the first time. Behind him, the two-headed boy stood and launched himself at the wolfman, who yipped and howled and snapped. With a dramatic bow, the ringmaster closed the curtain on the tussle.

“I’m Criminy Stain, proprietor of Criminy’s Clockwork Caravan.” His cloudy eyes traveled hungrily over Lydia’s tattoos. “Welcome to Sang, pretty Stranger.”

Lydia turned to Charlie. “How did he—”

Criminy laughed. “I know everything. Almost. You practically scream it, pet. And you don’t even look gnawed on, so that’s a plus. Where’d you find her, Charlie?”

“Inside the wagon’s circle. By the costumer’s.”

Charlie sounded melancholy, and he was hunched over like a kicked dog. Lydia couldn’t imagine what had dampened him, making him look at his boots instead of meeting the ringmaster’s ferocious glare.

“Well played, lad. I’ll take over from here.” Criminy straightened his cravat and hat, gave Lydia a sizzling grin, and held out his arm. “Care to see a hell of a show, love?”

He was dangerously gorgeous and, frankly, scared the hell out of her. She stepped closer to Charlie, giving his arm a squeeze.

“Charlie’s taking good care of me,” she said, and he squeezed her back.

Criminy’s eyes narrowed, focusing on her throat.

“You got a magic locket?” he asked, voice clipped.

“Nope.”

He snorted and looked down, his cocky confidence exchanged for chagrin.

“Then you’re not the one I’m waiting for. Still, I never thought I’d see the day Charlie Dregs got the girl.”

Charlie growled low in his throat, and Lydia blurted, “Are you hiring?”

Criminy’s mouth quirked up. “That depends. What’s your act?”

She rolled back the velvet arms of her dress, showing full sleeves of tattoos. Magical beasts, flowers, spiderwebs, sugar skulls, all chosen from the same artist’s portfolio.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Criminy’s sharp eyebrows went up as if daring her.

“Not even close.” She hiked up her skirt to show feet and ankles likewise inked. “They go all the way up.”

Criminy whistled and took off his hat to run a hand through ink-black hair. Charlie went on alert as the ringmaster leaned forward to reach behind Lydia’s ear. He pulled out a copper coin and held it out to her. “For a show like that, I’ll be your first customer. Lydia, the Tattooed Lady. It has a nice ring to it.”

She took the coin but not the bait. “So what do I have to do?”

“We’ll have a tent ready for you tomorrow night, right here. The costumer will set you up in the morning, so be prepared to show some skin. All you have to do is sit there and be beautiful while people gawk. You’ll get a hundred coppers per year, plus room and board. You’ll get to see the world of Sang. All your dreams come true—for as long as you last.” He twirled a white-gloved hand in the air. “Et cetera.”

“Wait. As long as I last?”

“I take on any useful Strangers I can find. Some stay only a few hours before disappearing back to your world. Some last forever. Some die. There’s no way to tell how long you’ll be here, so make it count.”

“What about tonight?”

His eyes twinkled, and he grinned. Reaching into his waistcoat, Criminy pulled out a scarf the color of shadows and smoke and tossed it to Lydia.

“Tonight, pet, you have but one assignment: cover your ink and enjoy your first night in Sang. Charlie, the puppet show’s been canceled, and you’ll deliver the lady to Abilene’s wagon before dawn. If you wouldn’t mind?”

Charlie’s answering grin lit up his face and straightened his posture, making him seem more like the lively man who had found her in the field.

“It would be an honor,” he said. Lydia gave Criminy a nod, tucked the coin in a pocket, and turned away to arrange her scarf.

Criminy held back the curtain, displaying the ongoing struggle between the two-headed boy and the wolfman. “Stop fighting, fools. I need my freaks in one piece.”

As Charlie guided her out of the tent, a shiver ran up her spine. She felt hungry eyes on her back, a predator’s sharp smile in her wake. There was danger here, that much was sure. She would have to watch out for Criminy Stain and his dire, unexplainable warnings.

—

AS THEY REJOINED the murmuring crowd outside, Charlie bent close to murmur, “Thank you for that, Lydia.”

Feeling brave, she nudged him with a shoulder. “I know what it’s like to feel invisible.”

He chuckled. “Tonight’s your last night of that. People will pay to see you from now on.”

She looked down. “They won’t see the real me. Just the ink.”

“Isn’t that why you got it? To stand out?”

She pulled back her sleeve to look at the crooked heart on her wrist, the only piece of art that was of her own design. “I always thought beauty was only skin-deep. I’m not sure that’s enough anymore.”

“If they can’t see the beauty underneath, that’s their loss. But tonight is just for you. What would you like to see first?”

She spun, a small cog in the grand machinery of light and chaos. She couldn’t say why, but it felt like she belonged there. And whether Criminy was dangerous or kindly, she would take his advice and enjoy this place, whatever it was, for as long as she could.

“I want to see everything.”

He looked left and right and shrugged. “There’s really no right place to begin on a wheel.”

“Then we can’t mess up, right?”

He gave her the strangest look, as if measuring her in some way she couldn’t understand. Instead of answering, Charlie guided her toward a collection of food and drink carts, each treat more mouthwatering than the last. Leaving her by a roasted-chestnut dispenser, he fussed with a potbellied copper contraption. He soon returned with a steaming paper cup. Lydia took it with murmured thanks, savoring the heat of the thin parchment and sipping carefully. Not until she’d gulped down half the strangely spiced hot chocolate did she remember that drinking things in other worlds was a mythological no-no. Hades, Olympus, the faerie world—most places would punish her for that transgression. But what was done was done, so she gulped the rest down fast, scalding her throat. As she threw the cup away and took his arm to stroll some more, Charlie sighed in relief and relaxed as if he, too, had felt her thirst and was sated.

As they skirted the crowd gathered around the strong man, Charlie said, “What’s your world like, then? I’ve heard stories, but never straight from the source.”

“It’s . . . not that great. I like it better here.”

“No Bludmen, right?”

“No Bludmen. Just humans and animals.”

“Speak of the devil.” Charlie knelt to snatch a black rabbit as it lunged from the shadows toward Lydia’s feet. It kicked violently in his grasp, dangling by its ears with panic in its eyes. Lydia was outraged and opened her mouth to protest the cruelty . . . until it hissed, revealing fangs that would have fit better on a German shepherd. In a heartbeat, she understood that rabbits here were vicious predators, far from the innocent bunnies of her world. A trickle of fear settled in her belly. As if sensing her disquiet, Charlie swiftly twisted its neck.

“One more for the stewpot. Can’t have him hopping around, biting the audience.” He shrugged. “Or you.” Seeing the horror on her face, he slung it over his shoulder, out of sight. “You’re a tenderhearted little thing, aren’t you?”

“I’m a vegetarian.” It came out as a squeak.

“I’m not. Neither was that rabbit.”

Lydia had some familiarity with dangerous predators hiding behind sweet exteriors. But Charlie was the complete opposite. She looked at him, so different in every respect from every man she’d ever known. He called himself a monster, a Bludman, yet his behavior revealed a kind soul with hidden depths. He felt like the missing piece to a puzzle she’d never tried to solve. Something still felt off, but she liked where she was now, liked the warm light of the lanterns and the taste of the wild wind on her spice-dusted lips. And she liked being with Charlie.

Their twined arms took on a new significance, and when Charlie led her into the darkness behind the sword-swallower’s painted backdrop, she thrilled with anticipation.

But he didn’t pull her close for a kiss. Instead, he went to the corner of the wagon to hang the dead rabbit with dozens of others on a hook and put a mark by his name on a chalkboard.

“We get a copper for every ten bludbunnies we bring in,” he explained.

The tangled mass of rabbits twitched, and Lydia jumped back.

“Does it trouble you?” Charlie looked down at her, one fang biting nervously into his lip.

“Not as much as it should, and that troubles me. Where am I, Charlie? And why don’t I feel more upset? More lost?”

Her voice shook, and he drew her down beside him to sit on the steps of the wagon, away from the half-dead rabbits and hidden in the thickest shadows behind the bare wood backdrop. It was strangely intimate, being so close to hundreds of enchanted people skipping through lantern light and yet completely invisible. Without meaning to, she leaned against Charlie, noticing that he smelled of comfortingly forgotten things, of fire-heated wood and old paper and night wind and, vaguely, of red wine. He put his arm around her and set his cheek against her hair as if soothing a child.

“Criminy says most Strangers end up in Sang because they’re asleep in your world, or hurt. So did you go to sleep, or did you get hurt?”

Tears sprung to her eyes when she realized she knew the answer. “I got hurt.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. There was this guy, and things went to hell, and then one day I looked in the mirror, and . . .”

“And what?”

“It’s like no one ever saw the real me. I was just so sick of being invisible.”

His arm tightened around her. “I know that feeling. But I see you, Lydia, and you’re beautiful, on the surface and inside. You invade my senses and bewitch my heart. It feels like madness. But better.” He chuckled, and she felt it against her hand, which had crept up to his chest. “It’s as if I’ve been waiting for you. Something about you is just so . . .”

“Right?”

“Right.”

The way he looked at her made her pulse flutter faster, made her remember the day she’d gotten the sparrow Charlie was gazing at with a mixture of tenderness and hunger. She still remembered the way she’d felt, her skin buzzing along with the needle, Jayson’s glove-covered hand pressing over her heart while they laughed together. That had been her first bit of ink, a piece of his flash impulsively chosen from the wall. Over the next year, they’d enjoyed a storybook romance as he reverently branded her body with his artwork, hands, and lips.

Her father had tried to break it up, quoting Michelangelo’s saying about how skin is more beautiful than the garment that covers it. She had replied that beauty is only skin-deep, but ugly goes straight to the bone.

Everything had been perfect until the day she found Jayson in the alley, ramming his tongue down the throat of a skinny freshman with perfectly straight blond hair and mud-brown eyes and not a single tattoo. The look he had given her then—like she was nobody, like he’d never seen Lydia before—it had killed her, and she had reacted poorly. Lydia still loved the ink, but she had come to hate the artist.

She had been so sure that they were meant to be together, and he had betrayed her completely. And, sure, she had flipped out a little. Her father had sent a car to bring her back from college to recuperate at their summerhouse by the shore. It hadn’t helped. She hated it there, hated the money and the perfect, empty house and the way her father stared at her as if wishing she were someone else. He’d always hated tattoos, and she’d always hated him.

“Your mind’s far away, girl. Come back to me.”

Lydia looked up, smacking Charlie in the nose with her hat. With a grunt of annoyance, she untied the limp bow beneath her chin and threw the bonnet on the ground. The shocked look on Charlie’s face was priceless.

“Is that your real hair?”

She dragged a hand through the hot-pink spikes, twisting a few curls to make them stand up. “What, women don’t do weird things with their hair here? Don’t you like it?”

He chuckled. “Lydia, love, you’re in one of the few places in the world where weirdness will earn your supper. I would like your hair no matter what, but the brightness suits you. Perhaps this is where you were meant to be. D’you mind?”

Before she could ask what might she mind, he ran his gloved palm over her prickly hair, his palm caressing her skull. A shiver shot down her spine, a melty sensation spreading through her belly under the velvet.

“They say Strangers can disappear.” He traced her hairline to the nape of her neck, making her gasp. “I hope you don’t.”

The sincerity in his kohl-rimmed eyes drew her in, and she looked down, his hand still warm on her neck. “Charlie, are you real?”

He shrugged with an amused smile. “I think so. Are you?”

Her voice was tiny, unguarded, and raw. “I think so. But I’m not sure. Maybe I’m dead.”

Tipping her head back with a finger under her chin, his eyes traced the lines of her face. “To tell you the truth, when I first saw you, I thought you were a dream. A lost ghost haunting the field. When you spoke, it probably scared me as much as it did you.”

Giving her every opportunity to pull away, he gently touched his lips to hers, a tentative brush of warmth and question. She held perfectly still, afraid that the slightest movement would break the fragile thread connecting them, that either one of them might disappear or lose their nerve. She trembled and closed her eyes as he pulled away.

“That made me feel more real,” she whispered.

Charlie pulled her face closer with one hand at the nape of her neck, and her lips parted. His mouth was firm, bold yet soft and seeking. His thumb gently stroked the ticklish place on her spine where a tattooed luna moth spread bright wings as if forever taking flight, and her shawl fell away. One of her hands found his cheek, the other landing on his forearm, bare where his shirt was rolled up. Cradled between the warmth of his body and the chill of midnight, she shivered. He touched her only where the dress left off, gently tracing the tattoos and lines of her neck and shoulders as if he knew the secret places no one had touched, where planes met planes and the breeze alone could raise goose bumps. As if those places had been his all along.

His mouth opened, his questing tongue stroking hers. Never had she imagined being kissed with such thorough delicacy and patience and worship. He pulled her closer and turned his head, just a little. The flavor of his kiss took on the heady spice of passion and hunger, and she welcomed him, lips wide, answering his need with her own. Whether she was kissing an angel or a vampire or a construct of her own mind no longer mattered. Whatever Charlie was, inside and out—it was enough.

A rousing cheer went up, and Lydia drew back, a blush hot in her cheeks. But the applause and whistles were for something happening in the light of the carnival; she and Charlie were still alone backstage.
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