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Praise for the Micah Grey series

“Pantomime by L. R. Lam took me to an exotic and detailed world, peopled by characters that I’d love to be friends with . . . and some I’d never want to cross paths with.”

—Robin Hobb

“Pantomime is a fantastical, richly drawn, poignant take on a classic coming-of-age story . . . a vibrant tale told with surety and grace.”

—Leigh Bardugo

“A lyrical, stunningly written debut novel, which set my heart racing with every lift of the trapeze. In Micah we have one of the most original—and likeable—protagonists I’ve read in a long time. An author to watch, without a doubt.”

—Amy McCulloch

“Welcome to a world of shills and showmen, fading tech and circus freaks, where nothing and no-one is what it appears. An absorbing, accomplished debut.”

—Elspeth Cooper

“Set in a vividly imagined world . . . Pantomime is a fable-like story as beautifully unique as its main character.”

—Malinda Lo

“Pantomime is almost certainly the best fantasy of the year . . . a phenomenal book.”

—The Book Bag

“Pantomime is a remarkable debut novel, one of the best I have read, and one that I hope leaves its mark on the fantasy genre as a whole.”

—Fantasy Book Review

“Well written and intelligent fantasy with characters I loved and a wonderful protagonist, in a fascinating world. I really enjoyed Pantomime and I can’t wait to reenter Elada and continue to unravel its secrets.”

—Fantasy Faction
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For Craig, who is always there to catch me when I jump
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CONTENT NOTES

Violence, domestic violence (mostly off-page and implied), and blood. A character is alcoholic and several scenes have drunken characters. There is drugging and some touching and choking without consent, and mentions of sexual violence and grooming (off-page, implied, in one character’s backstory). There are discussions of surgery without consent, medical violence, and interphobia. The world is fairly gender essentialist, with some implied homophobia, xenophobia, misogyny, and general bigotry. If you have coulrophobia, there are multiple clowns in the circus. The circus contains animals who are not in ideal conditions, though there is no overt animal abuse. There is sexual tension and a couple of soft-focus open-door scenes. Sites like The StoryGraph may have additional content notes added by users.




FOREWORD

RE-ENTERING THE CIRCUS

For most of you, this will be your first visit beneath the big top of R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic. Others have been here since the beginning. It’s been a long and winding path to this edition of the first volume of the Micah Grey series reaching you. Pantomime and Shadowplay were initially released in 2013 and 2014 before the series was cancelled due to the publisher’s imprint closing. I was, as you might have imagined, crushed at the time. It was later re-released along with Masquerade in late 2016 and early 2017.

From 2016 to 2022, I switched to science fiction (Seven Devils, Seven Mercies, Goldilocks, False Hearts, and Shattered Minds, if you’re curious about that part of my backlist). There were successes and setbacks and other plot twists because the publishing path is rarely straightforward, but through it all, I kept writing. In 2023, ten years after my debut, I returned to fantasy, and Dragonfall achieved a level of mainstream success that I couldn’t have dreamed of when I first started out.

In the wake of that, I asked about possibly re-releasing my earlier trilogy with my current publishers since these books are so thematically linked. I knew it was a long shot, but to my delight, they were happy to welcome Micah Grey into the fold. So yes, I have now technically sold this series four times since 2012. Thanks to Samantha Shannon and her re-release of The Bone Season setting a precedent, I decided that if I was going to release them again, I may as well give them an edit and bring them up to my current writing level and with a deeper understanding of myself.

While the trilogy does still follow the same general plot trajectory, it has been significantly revised. I wouldn’t recommend mixing and matching editions. While I believe the older versions hold up well for something I wrote in my early to mid-twenties, these are my preferred texts.

It was deeply strange to return to where it all began. It’s like a double vision: I both recognized my authorial voice but could see how much I’d grown and learned in the years since. Throughout the editing experience, I felt like I was in conversation with my past self. It was fascinating and more fun than I was expecting.

I can’t pretend it’s also not a little daunting. Previously, I’ve been encouraged not to discuss the themes of my books too loudly, or even say that Micah was intersex, for fear they’d be seen as too niche. The intent wasn’t necessarily malicious, but it still left me feeling silenced. We’ve come a long way since 2012, but we’re also seeing increased polarization, the rise of book bans, and an alarming rollback of rights both offline and online. 

People who exist between the binary have always existed and we deserve to see ourselves in stories, too.

While no group is a monolith, and my work won’t be for everyone, I also know what this series already means to so many: there are at least three readers out there who chose the new name of Micah in part as a nod to my character, and that is something that honors me deeply. I hope Pantomime helps others feel seen, too.

Coming back to this world for another spell has been a privilege. I’m deeply thankful to have this chance for more people to meet Micah, Drystan, Cyan, Maske, Cyril, and all the others.

This is a series about someone learning to live and love fully, without shame, and I only hope that we can continue to work towards a world where that is something to be celebrated and cherished, and where empathy always wins over fear.

Let’s fly, me lovelies.

L.R. Lam

Edinburgh, Scotland, 2025
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PROLOGUE

STEP RIGHT UP

Allow me to echo the phrasing of a circus barker:

Come one, come all. Ladies and gentlemen, and those who are both, between, or neither. Friends and foes, curs and skags, folks from near and far.

This is the show you’ve always been waiting for. Step into the world as you’ve never seen it. Discover the mystery and magic of R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic, the best circus in Elada.

We shall start with a youth of nearly eighteen, dressed as a young man, though that was not the entire tale, either. His clothes were patched, and he had a pack slung over one shoulder. The lights strung across the circus entrance caught on his hazel eyes and a cap partly covered his unevenly shorn auburn hair. 

Micah Grey had recently run away from everything and everyone he’d ever known, and he was aching to find his place in the world. He paused outside the opening to the circus, which had appeared overnight like a mushroom sprouting in damp soil. 

In a few hours, Micah Grey would make a leap of faith. Many dream of running away and joining the circus, but far fewer actually do it.

Come one, come all, I urged him from the Pavillion of Phantoms, hidden deep within the carnival. They called me the Phantom Damselfly, though that is not my true name. They thought me an illusion, a ghost, an echo. 

The people in this Archipelago have often said magic left when the Chimaera and the Alder abandoned these lands for the stars and left only its scattered remnants. Its Vestige. Most think of Vestige as tools or weapons to be feared, or else curiosities and trinkets to spark wonder. People of this age run the artefacts down until there is no magic left, and they have no idea how to kindle them back to life. Some claimed over the years that if the Chimaera and the Alder ever returned, magic might as well.

Whether I am magical or not is irrelevant. Part of me survived the centuries, passed down hand to hand, because the spirits of the past and the future whispered to me that other Chimaera would one day return, and when they did, they would need protection. There are ever those who hate others solely for being different. I have dreamed of a man with a blurred face, waiting in the wings, his anger so strong I can almost taste it.

Micah Grey, unaware of the growing threats for him and those like him, drew coins from his pocket and counted them out on his palm. He had enough, barely. He hesitated, his face creasing with uncertainty.

Come to me, Micah Grey, I whispered. He could hear me, though he didn’t realize it yet. Something more than me lured him here, too. A yearning for freedom. A wish to fly.

Still, he was the very image of indecision until he caught sight of the pointed helmets of two Policiers. His shoulders hunched and he pulled his cap lower down his forehead before walking up to the booth by the gates.

“One ticket, please,” he said, more confidently than he felt, to the older woman behind the window. His voice was high for a young man’s, but low for a woman’s. 

Her hair was dyed jet black, and her beaded necklaces clacked as she took his coin and gave him a paper ticket.

“Welcome to R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic,” she said, by rote. She was thinking longingly of her break once the show began and paid the extraordinary youth before her no mind at all.

Micah Grey passed through the gates into the lights, music, and smells, weaving through the cluster of tents and stalls on the beach of the city of Sicion. Beyond the circus, the waves lapped the shore, ink-black in the nearly moonless night. Nothing would ever be the same for him or this world again, and it was all as inevitable as those tides.

So step right up.

Let the show begin.
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SUMMER: ON DISPLAY

“The circus and carnival grew in popularity starting in the late 107th century. Scattered funfairs with simple illusions and sideshows evolved into detailed worlds of entertainment, with trained acrobatics, animal shows, feats of human strength and oddities. Vestige artefacts added a sense of wonder and magic.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

The carnival that surrounded the big top tent smelled of burnt popcorn, caramel apples, and the sharp fuel of gas lanterns. Men in bowler hats and cravats and women in bustles, shawls, and bonnets strolled between the booths arm-in-arm, passing the time until the circus began.

Ahead of me, a carousel turned and turned, lit up like a candelabra, its looped music loud and cheery. Children and adults alike hung from the seats as their steeds ‘galloped’ up and down. Some seemed normal horses, but several were scaled as kelpies, with dark manes of seaweed. Others had feathered manes, cloven hooves, or spiral horns emerging from the middle of their foreheads. People on the outer edges stood and hovered dangerously from their saddles, one foot in the stirrup, reaching fruitlessly for that brass ring.

I wandered deeper into the carnival, keeping an eye out for Policiers. Merchants in mismatched clothing sold their wares. Some were from Elada and others from across the sea. I heard lilting accents or unfamiliar tongues, and the women’s eyes were smeared with black paint.

I drifted to a jewelry stall run by a woman with dark skin dressed all in scarlet. Her wares were lovely: polished stones encased in wire. One looked as though it’d been woven into a silver spider’s web.

“Do you wish for a gift for a special lady?” the woman asked in a melodic Byssian accent.

“I’m afraid I’m lacking in both coin and a lady,” I said.

“Return when you have found both, no?” she said, smiling at me.

I bobbed my head shyly at her, and she turned her attention to a young couple. The girl held a necklace to her neck and posed for the boy, tossing her hair. His eyes glazed over, and I knew he’d buy it for her.

“My boy!” An ancient man from the next booth waved me over. A weathered wooden sign above the booth proclaimed him an “Alcymyst to Cure All Ills and Ails” in a wobbly script. His face was so wrinkled it seemed to slowly draw in toward his shriveled mouth. Stray hairs burst from his head, ears, chin, and nose.

“I can cure you of your ailment,” he said in a wavering voice.

I wondered if he meant the almost-faded bruise of the black eye I’d gotten a few days earlier, but my unease grew. “And what would that be, sir?”

He squinted at me. “Young one, are you a boy or a girl?”

I said nothing, but my gut somersaulted.

“Huh. You’re older than I first thought.” He picked up a vial of blue powder. “This will cure you.”

I crossed my arms, aiming for confident derision. “Maybe I don’t need curing.”

Others had clustered around the booth, watching our exchange. The alchemist gestured me closer. “You have a serious condition. You have been to several doctors, but none have been able to help you.”

I scoffed, but I heard my heartbeat in my ears. “And you know this how?”

“I am both alchemist and psychic. Many of the mysteries of the world make themselves known to me.”

“Then why are you working in a booth in a carnival instead of the Royal Palace of Imachara?” I asked.

Two women near me giggled.

He slapped me lightly on the hand. “Don’t be impertinent! I’m here because I choose to be. I have learned from the magic men of Kymri and the masters of Linde. I have healed kings and queens of many countries across the sea, and I have also cured the poorest of the poor. For these wonders, for my skill, all I ask is for a modest contribution from those who can afford it.”

Several of those gathered looked impressed. I kept my arms crossed.

“Come,” he said. “Let me whisper your ailment in your ear, and you’ll walk away with my tonic and be my first satisfied customer of the evening.”

His words had their intended effect. I bit the inside of my cheek and stepped forward, despite myself. He smelled of musty clothes and soured milk.

“Closer,” he said, grabbing my arm and wrenching me down.

His lips nearly brushed my ear, his breath pungent. “You have warts on your nether regions.”

I jerked my head back and stared into his face, blinking in shock before bending over, laughing until tears pricked my eyes. The crowd grew alarmed, a few inching away. Perhaps they thought my illness was madness.

I straightened, wiping my cheeks. “Mister Alchemist, sir. I do wish that was the worst of my problems.”

His yelled obscenities followed me as I walked away, still chuckling.

A smaller tent had a sign of a woman with a snake wrapped around her. I shuddered. I didn’t care much for snakes. The display had already begun, the cymbal music drifting through the canvas.

Hidden behind it was another tent, and this sign had two painted women on it in shades of blue, silver, and green, gazing at me with half-lidded eyes.

“Within this canvas, see the dancing sylphs and undines of myth,” the man outside the tent’s entrance called to the passersby. A pair of parents hurried their three children along. The barker’s gaze caught on mine, his eyes brightening. Everything about me must have screamed “young, lily virgin.”

“It’s only another silver mark!” he said to me. “Watch them take off one scarf, then another, and another, until there’s little enough left. Come on, boy. It’ll put some hair on your chest.”

I shook my head, my cheeks burning.

At the far end of the carnival, a sign advertising “Freakshow” rose above a patched and faded tent. The last of my merriment faded.

“Beneath this canvas are the strangest creatures ever seen by man!” a barker with red hair called. Like the woman in the ticket booth, she was draped with jewelry—five beaded necklaces, heavy tin earrings, and at least one ring on every finger. She’d wrapped brightly colored scarves around her stout body.

“Last call to take a gander before the circus begins!” she cried. “In here are people unlike you or I,” she continued. “Within this canvas are creatures you’ve only ever seen in your dreams . . . or your nightmares. These people come from all over the world just to show you their extraordinary bodies. Some you may find beautiful. Others you may find repulsive. Are they blessed by the Lord and Lady? Or are they cursed? You decide.”

My feet dragged, but out of the corner of my eye, I caught the two Policiers I’d seen outside the circus, and so I ducked inside.



• • •

One side of the musky tent held smaller animals in tanks. A turtle with six fins shared a tank with a fish with a strangely human face. A pig with two snouts snuffled in a pen, and grimy aquariums held an array of albino creatures—a frog, a water snake, and a few fish. One of the fish might have been dead. A last tank held a stunted albino alligator, pink eyes gazing at us impassively, white tail lashing against the glass.

The other side of the tent was dark until the barker reappeared, snapping her fingers. Glass globes brightened. Vestige lamps were dear, and I was surprised to see them, though I supposed they were less expensive than a tent catching fire.

Men and women stood or sat upon stools in a semi-circle. Small plaques were hammered into the ground in front of them. Like the others, I couldn’t help but gawk.

The middle-aged woman nearest me wore a dress and apron, looking like anyone’s mother, aside from the bushy moustache and beard. Her blue eyes crinkled at me and I averted my gaze, raising a hand to my still-smooth cheek.

A strongman picked up a wooden plank and broke it in half with his hands, grinning widely. He had craggy features and no hair on his head. A male dwarf in his fifties stood next to the strongman, his gaze impassive.

A woman seated on a stool waved, and she seemed normal at first glance. She was perhaps thirty, with a handsome face and dark brown hair coiled into a bun, and she wore a maroon dress several years out of fashion. She held her taffeta skirt bunched in her lap so that we could see her pantalooned legs and delicately heeled black boots. From her lower belly sprouted what looked like two child’s legs, complete with shiny black children’s shoes. She wriggled her larger legs, and then the smaller pair. My mouth dropped open, and the four-legged woman laughed coyly.

A man wearing only a loincloth posed for us, covered head-to-toe in tattoos depicting all the myths I’d heard growing up. The Lord of the Sun shone from the right side of the man’s chest, his head crowned in sunrays, his hands aflame. The Lady of the Moon glimmered on the left, her head haloed by a crescent moon. Chimaera were inked along his stomach and back—a mermaid, a centaur, and a woman with owl-like wings. Monsters twined about his calves—a hydra, two dragons, and a sea serpent. He flexed his muscles, causing the monsters and women to dance.

A man with the pimpled skin of a chicken bobbed his head and gazed at us over the beak of his nose, the slack skin of his neck wobbling. He wore a bobbled red cap and a yellow outfit. I half-expected him to squawk.

Next was the “Leopard Lady of Linde.” Much of her skin was bleached white, but dark rosettes dotted her skin like her namesake, and her eyes were ringed like a cat’s. She was beautiful, her limbs long and graceful. Her skirt came to her knees, leaving her spotted legs shockingly bare. A man came too close for her liking. She hissed at him, flashing her pointed canines.

The last man was nearly as large and muscular as the strongman, but his bare torso was matted with hair. He was distinctly bullish in appearance, though his face and head were still human enough. The flesh between his flared nostrils was pierced with a thick ring, like an ox, and he wore a leather collar and brown trousers. Two lopsided horns grew from his head. His dark eyes stared at us dolefully.

The barker came closer as we all reached the end of the display. “His is a sad tale,” she said, gesturing at the bull man. “Rumor has it, a fearsome bull escaped the docks thirty years ago, and it knocked his mother down while she was pregnant with him. It gave her such a fright that her babe was born like this. She died in childbirth and poor Tauro grew up in an orphanage, where he was bullied—pardon the pun—by others until he learned to fight. R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic rescued him from the stocks, and now you fine patrons can see him this evening.”

She clapped her hands together. “Come. I’m here to collect you. The main show is due to begin.”

The others chatted excitedly as we left the tent, but I was subdued and wished I hadn’t gone. I caught sight of another tent I hadn’t noticed, striped blue and purple, and a shiver ran through me. The sign declared it the Pavillion of Phantoms and was painted with dragonfly wings, but its flap was tied shut.

As I made my way back through the carnival, a man with bleached hair dressed in white and pale pink motley juggled whatever the crowd passed him—bottles, books, a baby’s doll. His pale blue eyes met mine, and he bowed before disappearing into the crowd.

Part of me was tempted to simply exit the way I’d come and give the main act a miss, but my feet moved as if of their own accord. The circus drew me in like a moth to the flame.
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SUMMER: LIGHTS & SHADOWS

“Ladies and gentlemen, friends and foes, curs and skags, folks from near and far. There are the fabled felines of Linde and their fearless trainers! Watch men and women eat fire, stand upon a galloping horse, and contort into knots like rubber. Watch them fly through the air. Once you pass beneath the canvas of the big top, you’ll never find its like again!”

BARKER’S CRY OF R.H. RAGONA’S CIRCUS OF MAGIC

Tinny music from a gramophone lent the tent a festive air. The tent had been constructed on a wide, flat slab of stone topped with sand and sawdust, with one large ring drawn onto the stage with white chalk. I smelled sugar and manure. Above the audience rose a canopy of faded red and blue canvas decorated with more glass globes, and a rope ladder led to the tightrope and the long, thin swings of the trapeze. I slid into an empty seat as close to the ring as I could manage, resting my pack on the ground between my ankles.

Grubby children in threadbare clothes squirmed in their seats. I recognized sailors, working folk, and even a few people dressed well enough to be richer merchants. Hawkers wasted no time, calling out their wares.

“Peanuts! Popping corn! Sugar floss!” they cried. Most were young women wearing skirts short enough to show their ankles. I desperately wanted to try the cloud-like sugar floss, but it cost nearly as much as the ticket. My stomach rumbled.

The two Policiers entered the tent, and I slumped lower in the seat. Surely, they were only here for an evening’s entertainment, but they might still have my description. I tucked as much of my hair as I could beneath my cap, pulling it lower over my forehead.

With a pang, I wished my brother were sitting next to me, so I could poke him in the ribs with my elbow and share a grin. We’d planned to sneak out to see the circus when it was next in town, or even better, to see Riley & Batheo’s Circus of Curiosities in the Grand Hippodrome in the capital of Imachara. Even my mother had considered going when she heard the Princess Royal had attended a show with the twin Queens of Byssia.

Our parents would have taken my sudden disappearance out on him, confining him to his room except for his law lessons and visits to the courts with Father. I knew Cyril wouldn’t risk sneaking halfway across the city to see the circus on his own. He loved a bit of mischief, but in the end, my brother was a good sort. Unlike me.

A man strolled out to the ring and the music faded. He was the quintessential ringmaster in a crimson overcoat, a top hat, white gloves, and a waistcoat with gold buttons over a barrel belly. He had pale skin and a ruddy complexion. His moustache was waxed into curled points, and he brandished a teak cane.

“Welcome,” he said, his voice booming, “to R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic, the greatest circus in Elada!” The audience applauded. He swept a bow.

“You are in for a treat tonight, my friends. For you are not in a canvas tent,” he said, pausing for a few confused titters. I leaned forward in my seat. “Oh, no. You, my friends, are now in a palace of magic. Men and women from every corner of the Archipelago have brought their secrets and powers to show you. Men and women fly through the air, and animals bow to their will. Here, nothing is impossible!” Cheers erupted again.

“The show never ends with R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic,” he called, and his face split into a smile. “But first, we must let it begin!”

With a last bow, he disappeared as fog rolled across the stage from each side of the ring, filling the circus with the sweet scents of pine smoke and dried rose petals. The music faded into a silence that pressed against my skin. The crowd sat in a dark grey cloud, and not a cough or rustle could be heard.

A cymbal crashed, and lightning flashed within the tent. The audience gave startled cries. Thunder rumbled and stars twinkled briefly before the fog faded.

The music rose. Six brown-skinned shirtless men in loose pantaloons somersaulted on the rock slab of the stage with liquid grace. They paraded around the stage before forming a human pyramid in the center. They didn’t appear out of breath, but mine caught in my throat.

I’d jumped from tree branch to tree branch or scrambled up scaffolding in my time, but it’d never occurred to me to deliberately flip and fall like this, and I itched to try.

The man at the top of the pyramid stood and twirled in midair before landing nimbly on the floor. The rest broke formation, moving in tandem like a school of fish towards the backstage tent.

Next, a clown stumbled onto the stage. The music warbled to a stop.

He was tall and muscled, his incongruous white hair sticking out like a dandelion. His face was painted milk-pale, with two spots of rouge on his cheekbones. His eyes were ringed in black and his lips cherry-red, with eyebrows painted high on his forehead in perpetual surprise. He wore a costume of cream and blanched pink, save for an orange flower at his breast. I recognized him as the man I’d seen juggling outside.

A brass horn quavered. The clown cupped his hand to his ear, frowning. The horn chirruped again. He nodded vigorously and jumped forward.

The clown tumbled about in a parody of the acrobats that had just been on stage. With an odd, bumbling grace, he somersaulted and stood on his head, kicking his feet. The audience laughed. He ran about the perimeter of the ring, pulling faces at the audience and sticking out his tongue. Abruptly, he stopped, cupping his hand to his ear again. The horn urged him to do something, and he vigorously shook his head, holding his palms out in front of him. The horn insisted. The clown crossed his arms across his chest and held his nose in the air, sticking out his tongue and blowing a wet raspberry. The audience laughed.

The horn player blared, the sound startling everyone in the tent. The clown jumped in the air before crouching on his hands and knees in the middle of the ring. He sighed and shook his head, as if resigned to his fate, then whistled over his shoulder.

A group of clowns somersaulted onto the stage. They were dressed in arrays of blue, red, yellow, and green. They cavorted on stage, linking arms and skipping. The white clown whistled again, impatient.

They formed another human pyramid, but it was far less graceful than the acrobats’. They swayed to the right, and then to the left, as if they’d fall at any moment. The white clown grinned at the audience wickedly before squirming out of the bottom of the pyramid. The rest of the clowns tumbled and chased the white jester around the ring and then offstage in time with the music. I giggled with the rest of the audience.

Mr. Ragona ambled back into the ring and took us in, as if faintly surprised that we were all still here.

“Enjoying yourselves?” he called. The audience hooted and hollered.

“Let me just say, girls and boys, ladies and gentlemen . . .” He held his hands out again, his grin widening. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Men ate and spat fire like dragons. The strongman from the freakshow tent lifted barbells that were said to weigh more than three average men.

A trick equestrian act performed. The brown-haired man relied on brute strength, hanging from the side of the cantering animal. I knew enough about horses to recognize these were from the plains of Kymri, their bodies a rich gold that darkened to reddish amber about the mane, nose, hooves, and tail. The red-headed woman looked as calm as if she were balancing on solid ground instead of a moving saddle.

Otters trotted out next, followed by their trainer, who I recognized as the male trick rider who had just performed. The otters stood on hind legs twitching their whiskers, or tossed a ball from one to the other. Two climbed their trainer and perched on his shoulders, and another twisted around his waist like a belt.

An elephant named Saitha also balanced on her hind legs. Most in this tent had never seen a creature like her and never would again. She was larger than a hansom cab and her tusks longer than sabers.

Next came the big cats. I’d only seen them in the Imacharan Zoo, and even though the workmen had quickly erected some bars around the edge of the ring during the elephant act, it still made me nervous to see them prowling beneath the big top. The tamer, the female trick rider, cracked her whip as a lion, a tiger, and a cyrinx prowled into the center of the ring. How had a circus gotten ahold of one of those? The creature’s fur was a purple so dark it was nearly black, and its eyes were an unnerving yellow. All three cats snarled up at the trainer, but she made a great show of ‘taming’ the beasts until they rubbed against her like great kittens. She put her arm in the cyrinx’s jaws, the pointed teeth holding her gently.

Between each act, Ragona made another announcement, or the white clown and his fellows parodied the previous act or told jokes. A contortionist bent into impossible shapes, and another shot an arrow into the center of a target with a bow held between her toes.

And between each act, much as I knew it should not, my gaze darted back to the Policiers.

I peered at the empty ring, knowing that the finale was brewing next. A child cried out and pointed as a man and a woman walked in, their costumes glittering in the light of the glass globes.

“And now, ladies and gentleman,” R.H. Ragona said, “let me welcome Aenea and Arik, the fairies of the trapeze!”

The young woman, Aenea, wore green, and a long brown braid snaked down her back. She looked like a fairy out of legend. Her costume was like the bodice of a woman’s dress, but instead of skirts, she wore pantaloons, thick tights, and light slippers. Arik, the man in blue, was older, his hair silvered at the temples. The woman curtseyed and the man bowed.

They walked away from each other and climbed a rope ladder at each end of the wooden platforms. I wondered what they felt as they glanced down into a sea of faces from up on high.

Aenea picked up a lace parasol from the platform, pirouetting as she opened it. She balanced on tiptoe, holding her other leg so high she could have kissed her knee.

She stepped onto the tightrope. The rope bent slightly under her weight, and I held my breath, frightened she’d fall.

But her feet were firm as she made her slow, steady progress. She pointed her toes when she lifted a foot, holding the parasol aloft, as though she could bend her other leg, propel herself upwards, and fly away. The light filtered through the lace, shadows dappling her skin. When she reached the other side, I clapped louder than everyone else.

Arik crossed next, as casually as strolling through a park.

The man then clutched the delicate wooden bar of the trapeze and pushed himself into midair. The woman grasped hers and dived after him.

The flute on the gramophone trilled a solo as the aerialists flittered close only to coyly dart away again, like courting sparrows. A few times, it seemed as if one might clip the other, but they never did.

Arik shifted, hanging by the crook of his knees instead of his hands. Aenea let go, somersaulted, and clasped the man’s hands above the wrist.

They swung together. If the man’s hands were to slip ever so slightly, the woman would plummet to her death.

Aenea climbed and stood on the top of the trapeze bar, her feet to either side of Arik’s knees. He changed position and again hung by his hands. They swayed, gaining momentum, and Aenea flipped off the trapeze and rotated twice in midair. The audience gasped, a couple reaching up as if they’d be able to catch her if she fell. At the very last second, her hand shot out and grasped the wooden bar.

The aerialists finished to wild applause as they shimmied down the ladder and bowed before exiting.

The circus ended with the entire cast reappearing. The elephant waved its trunk and clowns wove their way between the acrobats and the trainers, the strong man and the contortionists. All smiled and waved as they bowed. My earlier unease at the freakshow was overshadowed by what I’d just seen.

We were ushered out of the circus. People around me murmured excitedly. A child loudly finished her popping corn. As I passed the circus gates, I felt a strange reluctance to leave. 

I wandered along the beach, remembering fonder summer days of my childhood when I’d walked barefoot through the sand before my mother had told me off for being unseemly.

I breathed in time with the crashing waves before rolling up my trousers and wading into the ocean until it reached midcalf. The water was freezing, and my feet and ankles soon numbed, but I didn’t care.

Since I’d run away a week ago, I’d had more near-misses and danger than I’d hoped for, but I’d been lucky, overall; it could’ve been so much worse.

When I could take the cold water no longer, I trudged from the ocean and sat beneath one of the nearby docks and watched as, bit by bit, the merchants packed up their remaining wares and the last of the crowd scattered back to their lives in Sicion.

I shivered at the sight of the great cats in wheeled cages pushed into larger carts. The cyrinx gnawed at the iron bars. The circus gates closed.

On the far side of the beach, I could just barely make out the Beach Ballroom, where I’d danced beneath those glowing lights only a few months earlier. I stared out at the buildings of Sicion. It was the new moon, so the cobalt Penglass dotted through the city was barely glowing. Like most, I’d always been fascinated by the strange domes threaded throughout Elada and whatever mysteries were hidden inside their unbreakable exteriors. Somewhere in that crush of stone and glass was my home, but I couldn’t go back to it.

I wrapped my arms around myself as the cold settled into my bones and my teeth chattered. My thin coat provided little warmth. The big top glowed from within.

The circus had been unlike anything I could ever have imagined. I wanted to be a part of the magic. I wanted to fly.

It was the perfect way to lead a completely different life.
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SUMMER: AUDITION

“We know Penglass is from the time of the Alder, older even than the crumbling ruins of the oldest stone fortress. The Alders were said to be ancient, magical beings who created Chimaera and imbued them with powers of their own. These glass domes seem as if they’ve always been there, like another form of Vestige. They can range from the size of a pony to the size of a small mountain. Historically, people both in Elada and the other islands settled near the larger outcroppings, using them for protection. No one has ever managed to crack or break one open, and no one knows what, if anything, is inside.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

I slipped through a gap in the fence. A sign slung across the fastened entrance of the big top read “circus closed.”

I crept around the tent until I found a rent in the canvas. I crouched and peered inside.

Mr. Ragona stood to the side of the ring, beaming. The performers lounged in the stands, a few rubbing each other’s muscles. The clowns sat in a rainbow patchwork in the corner closest to me. Workers stacked equipment to one side of the tent.

“Excellent work, me lovelies,” Mr. Ragona said, his Imacharan accent growing stronger as he swung his cane lazily. I’d bet coin he’d grown up in the Penny Rookeries, the poorest part of the capital. “An extra round to all tonight.”

The circus folk cheered.

“Now, to business.” Mr. Ragona rubbed his hands together. “We got a tight schedule coming up, with no room for mistakes. A show each night here for two months, and then a few weeks in Cowl, where we’ll practice our new pantomime play, three months in Imachara where we’ll deliver it, and then we’re done for the season. If we keep filling the seats like we did tonight, then we’ll all have a hefty bonus in our pockets for our troubles by the time the rains come.” Some smiled, though I also caught a few skeptical glances.

“But we can always do better!” Mr. Ragona said, pumping his fist for emphasis. “We can always push ourselves just that little bit further. We can add another flip, raise the tightrope, and teach them animals another trick. There’s always more to show, me lovelies.”

“Aye, aye, so you say after every show, Bil.” The bearded woman peeled off her beard, but the moustache remained. I gasped. The white clown raised his head and glanced about suspiciously. I ducked away from the gap for a few moments before putting my eye to it again.

“And I’m still waiting for the surprise of a full house, ain’t I, dear Bethany?” he said, winking at her. “I do like surprises.” 

The white clown stood and ambled toward my hiding place. I tried to retreat, but I tripped over a guide rope and landed heavily on my arse.

“Ah,” I said in pain. The canvas lifted and I stared up into the pasty, painted face of the white clown.

“Ah,” I said again, for lack of something better. He grabbed me by the elbow, lifted me up by the shoulder straps of my pack, and dragged me into the tent.

“Looks like I found another surprise for you, Bil.”

The circus performers gawked at me, expressions ranging from annoyed to amused.

“A straggler. Well, boy,” the ringmaster said, peering down at me. “What can you do?”

“Pardon?” I asked, trying not to shirk under his gaze. The clown tightened his grip on my shirt.

The Ringmaster chuckled. “Every now and again there’s one lingering about after hours and aching to join our merry crew. So, come on, out with it. What can you do? Are you a fire-eater? An acrobat? A freak?”

Some might call me a freak, but I couldn’t tell him so. I took a breath. “I . . . I’m good at climbing, sir.”

He raised his eyebrows and gave an amused look to the circus folk. “My, my. The boy can climb. Well, I’ve never come across someone with so rare and useful a skill. But I’m afraid we already have someone to take the glass globes up and down.” He waved a hand toward the top of the tent and my eyes rested on the tightrope and the trapeze.

I pointed. “It wouldn’t take much to turn me into an acrobat.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s your name, boy?” the ringmaster asked, eyeing me up and down. What he thought of me was clear on his face: scrawny runt.

“Micah Grey, sir.”

“Did Riley and Batheo’s Circus of Mundanities send you?”

“No, I’ve never seen Riley and Batheo.” I took another breath, which was difficult with the white clown still holding onto the scruff of my neck. “But I do want to join your circus, if you’ll have me, sir. I’ll work hard. I’ll earn my keep.”

Everyone around me erupted into laughter. The greasepaint on the clowns’ faces creased, making them look cruel, almost goblin-like. The dwarf tapped the strongman on the knee and asked to be put on his shoulder for a better view.

“Well, little Micah, I’m sure you climb very well and all, but I think it’s best you run along back to your parents. You’re not cut out for the circus. I can tell that from a mile away.”

I bristled at his blunt assessment before glancing at the two trapeze artists. The older man was grinning outright and the young woman pressed four fingertips of her hand against her lips. When she caught my eye, she gave me a wink. It was enough.

“I’ll prove it to you, sir,” I said, and broke away from the clown, dashing toward the rope ladder. The circus folk jeered and cat-called, and their cries spurred me on. I clambered onto the small wooden platform. My head spun as I gazed down, though I’d climbed much higher than this in the past. I looked up at the trapeze and began to judge the distance.

“Hey, boy, you’ve had your laugh, now come down,” the ringmaster called. “I don’t feel like peeling your corpse from the ground and having to give your parents a pancake for a son!”

I ignored him and bent my legs.

“Arik! Aenea! Go bring him down before he kills himself.” Far below, Aenea ran toward the rope and began to climb.

As soon as I’d seen the performance, I had known it would come to this. There was no going back.

I jumped.



• • •

For a moment, I was weightless, and time almost stopped. My stomach dropped. It was like every other leap I’d taken. I grabbed the smooth wooden bar and swung through the air. I let out a laugh so loud I knew they could hear it below.

I used my momentum and swayed back and forth. Aenea was on the nearer platform, so I used my legs’ weight to swing hard enough to land on the opposite side. It was an act of faith to let go of the trapeze and aim for the small wooden square. I crouched and turned around.

“Come on, you,” she called across. “Come down from there.”

“You first,” I said. “I’ll follow on your side.”

“Are you mad? It’s one thing to swing around on a trapeze, but you’ve not got the training to balance on a tightrope, do you?”

“Never done it before in my life, no, but I’m a quick learner. And who said anything about balancing?” I hooked my ankles and hands around the rope. After travelling a third of the way, I let my legs drop. Aenea gasped and the circus workers below cried out. I continued to work my way across using only my hands. The rope burned my palms and my shoulders protested.

Aenea gave me an inscrutable glance before dutifully climbing back down the rope ladder.

I made it onto the wooden platform and stood up. A few performers clapped and others jeered. I bowed before climbing down. My face was burning crimson, and despite my attempt at bravado, I was quaking with nerves.

What in the world had come over me?

Mr. Ragona looked me up and down. “Well, that was mighty stupid and dangerous.”

“Perhaps, sir,” I said. I took off my hat, twisting it in my hands. “Has the risk paid off?”

Mr. Ragona turned to the aerialists. “Could he be trained?”

“Easily,” the man Arik said.

Aenea hesitated, then inclined her head. “Yes.”

Mr. Ragona stroked his chin. “Where are your parents?” he asked me.

“Dead,” I lied.

“You wouldn’t be going near a trapeze again for a minute, not until these two give you the say-so. You’d have to work your way up from being a grunt.”

I nodded, trying not to look too eager. “I’ll do whatever you ask.”

The ringmaster waved. “Fine. We’ll give you a shot. Welcome to R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic, Micah Grey.” He cast his eye over the other circus performers. “Now, who do I have to beg to bring me an ale!”

As I followed the members of the circus out of the big top, I clasped my hands together to stop them from shaking.




[image: image]

4

SUMMER: BONFIRE

“Most circuses have a careful hierarchy. While it might seem like a flight of fancy, a successful circus is a well-oiled machine. At the bottom you have the grunts. They do the heavy work of putting up and taking down the tents, booths, and fences, plus cleaning up after the patrons. Above that, you have the barkers who often chip in with the dirty work. The performers are on a roughly even playing field, from the freaks and the other carnival workers, to the trainers, to the acrobats. Many perform more than one role. The clowns have their own internal pecking order, and the lead clown is often the ringmaster’s right hand, helping keep everyone in line. Everyone in the circus knows their place, but once you’re in, you’re in. If you killed someone, they’d not hesitate to help you bury the body.”

UNDER THE BIG TOP: THE CIRCUSES OF ELADA, BY GEORGE GAGE

The workers made a great bonfire on the beach. It crackled and spat sparks towards the night sky. I joined the others in the queue for food.

“You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, you know,” the white clown said to me, almost conversationally. The other clowns looked at him in disgust for speaking to me. His accent was Imacharan, too, but the opposite of Bil’s. He was posh.

“Did you know what you were getting into, when you joined the circus?” I asked.

“Not in the least.”

He seemed serious and nothing like the carefree, bumbling clown I’d seen on stage. Up close, he was less ghostly. His thick white makeup had cracked around his eyes and mouth, the rouge and lip color garish. His bleached hair turned to golden blond roots near his skull. The clown was younger than I’d thought. Twenty-one or twenty-two at most, I guessed.

“You’re the one who dragged me out in front of everyone,” I pointed out. “I probably wouldn’t have worked up the nerve to do anything on my own.”

“Oh, but that wouldn’t have been as fun. Worked in your favor, didn’t it? Looks like you have plenty of nerve, after all.”

I preened a bit at that. “Micah Grey,” I said, holding out my hand.

“So you said.” The ghost of a smirk played around the edges of his mouth. He barely touched my hand, his fingertips cold. “Drystan.” He didn’t give his surname.

The other clowns turned their backs on me. I’d been snubbed.

The queue inched forward. The smell of chicken and vegetable soup reached us, and my stomach clenched in hunger.

“Why’d you decide to become a clown?” I asked, then winced at my awkward attempt at small talk.

He lifted an eyebrow at me, clearly not expecting me to continue the conversation. “Oh, it was an easy choice, in the end. I’ve always been a little funny, a little foolish, a little strange.”

Drystan stared at me solemnly and then he grinned so wide that it looked like his face was about to split in two. His bulging blue eyes showed the whites, as if ready to pop from his head, and they vibrated in their sockets. I felt a strong urge to back away, and then run.

He relaxed into a good-natured grin and slapped me on the shoulder. The other clowns had turned to watch the display.

“You reacted better than the last one,” Drystan said. “Your eyes only went as big as saucers. The last one screamed and didn’t talk to me for a week. Maybe you’ll last a bit longer than him.”

I laughed, relieved. I was tempted to ask what happened to “the last one,” but I wasn’t about to rise to that bait.

“There’s no point in queuing, you know,” Drystan said, pointing his chin to the meal tent. “The cook won’t give you any food.”

My stomach clenched with another hunger pang. “Why not?”

“You’d be surprised how many people say they wish to join just for the free scran, then disappear in the night. You’ll get breakfast.”

I swallowed and stalked to a log by the bonfire. Most held clay mugs of beer drawn from a large barrel by the food. The workers, with their grubby faces and much-patched clothing, congregated on the edge of the circle of firelight.

The clowns deliberately sat on the other side when they returned with their food. When the flames parted, I’d catch glimpses of Drystan, his clothing tinged orange and deep pink from the fire, laughing with his fellows.

The “freaks” clustered near the clowns. The four-legged woman and the strongman chatted animatedly. The Leopard Lady read a book and the chicken man napped against a log. The bull man, Tauro, focused on his food.

The fire-eaters and acrobats seemed friendly with the jugglers, lounging by the fire and speaking with their mouths full. The male animal trainer had one of the otters wrapped around his neck, its little whiskered face asleep beneath the man’s chin as he spoke to the female trainer.

I assumed the woman with the serpent twined around her neck was the snake woman from the tent. She kept her distance from the otter and chatted with two young, pretty women I guessed were from the other tent. One was impossibly blonde, and the other had hair of deepest black.

I was startled when the aerialists sat on either side of me. They’d changed from their costumes into loose shirts tucked into trousers. I’d rarely seen a woman not in skirts, and I tried not to stare at Aenea. The fire outlined their features, making them glow. The man’s handsome, tanned face was lined, and he moved a little stiffly. His smile was warm, as was his hand when I clasped it in greeting.

“Arik,” he said.

“Aenea,” said the woman. Her hands were rough and calloused, and I dropped my softer palm, embarrassed.

“Micah.” It was refreshing to only go by first names when surnames had meant so much in my past.

“Here, I stole this for you,” Aenea said, passing me a roll filled with cheese and apple.

“Thank you,” I said, clutching it gratefully.

“Where’d you learn to climb like that?” she asked as I took a massive bite of the roll and fought the urge to moan.

Her voice had a working-class accent, though I couldn’t place where in Elada she might have grown up.

“Here and there,” I managed once I’d swallowed.

Aenea rolled her eyes. “Nice try, but you’ll not get away with vagueness. You have the strength and balance, and you barely hesitated at all before you jumped, even though you were sixty feet off the ground.”

“I dunno, I climb a lot. And I took dance lessons when I was younger.”

“Ah, rich boy,” Aenea said, nodding, and I winced at my blunder.

“Merchant class,” I said, quickly. “My parents live beyond their means.”

“I thought you said they were dead.” She was quick.

“I am not used to . . . referring to them as gone.” I hoped I looked morose.

Aenea winced. “Ah, right. Sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

She seemed a tad disappointed, as if it’d be a better story if I were a rich runaway. It was, I supposed.

“How long have you been in the circus?” I asked.

She glanced up as she calculated. “Seven years. Since I was eleven.”

Arik smiled. “Ah, youth. You’re how old, Micah?”

“Seventeen. Eighteen on the third of Mal.”

He narrowed his eyes. With my smooth cheeks, I passed for a sixteen-year-old boy at best, but I wanted to be honest about my age. “Lord and Lady, I’ve been in circuses longer than both your ages added together,” Arik said.

“You’ve been travelling all this time?”

“In the winters I rent a room here in Sicion from a friend, but nearly every spring, summer, and the beginning of autumn I’ve been swinging in that big top. There’ve been a handful of seasons I haven’t been able to. Injuries, you know.”

“What sorts of injuries?”

“Torn ligaments, sprains, a break or two.”

“From falling?”

“Of course not,” he said, flaring in pride. “The break was from landing badly, and the rest from practice or pulling something while in the air.”

Landing badly seemed an awful lot like falling, but I kept that thought to myself.

“I won’t fall,” I blurted.

“Of course not,” Aenea said. “We’ll be training you. Bil has a keen business eye, or he wouldn’t have taken you on. You’ve got the strength and the skill. But you need patience and training. Like Bil said, you’ll not be going up on that trapeze again until you’re good and ready.”

“Of course,” I said, but I was already aching to fly again.

“Will we be a three-person act?” I asked. There were only two swings.

Aenea and Arik exchanged a glance.

“No,” Arik said. “I’m slowing down. I’m going to finish this season, maybe the next, and then I’m taking my savings and buying the little room I rent in Sicion in the off-season. The sooner you’re ready, the sooner I can retire.” He smiled, a little sadly, and we stared at the flames in silence.

When the fire burned down, Arik told me I’d be bunking with him. All the accommodation carts had bright paintings on the side. Arik’s had two clowns dancing, with kernels of popped corn clustered around the edges. He made a spare pallet for me and gave me one of his quilts. The wagon was barely big enough for him and his belongings. With my pack and my mattress, the floor all but disappeared.

“We’ll lay your bed atop mine in the morning, so there’s more room,” Arik said.

“I don’t want to be any trouble,” I said.

“You’re not. This cart might very well end up being all yours once I’m gone.” The unspoken words hung between us: if you last long enough.

Despite the small size, the cart was immaculate. Shelves on the wall displayed several tattered volumes of plays.

“You’ve had enough excitement for one day, young one. Practice starts early. Breakfast at dawn.” Arik turned and took off his shirt. His torso was lean and ropy.

He laid down and closed his eyes, appearing to fall asleep immediately.

I shifted on the pallet, the straw ticking digging into my back. Back home, I’d re-read an Ephram Finnes adventure on my down mattress and drink a hot mug of tea by gaslight until my eyelids grew heavy, and I’d wake up to my maid, Lia, singing to me. Part of me almost missed my parents, despite everything they’d done.

My face was wet. I rubbed at my eyes, crying as silently as possible.

When I finally drifted off, I dreamt of another leap I’d made three months ago in the depths of the forest of the Emerald Bowl.
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SPRING: JUMP

“A lady must remain dainty and demure at all times. Never should she raise a voice or a hand in anger or excitement. Never should she trot or run in the presence of gentlemen. She must always appear calm, collected, and effortlessly graceful.”

A YOUNG ELADAN LADY’S PRIMER, LADY ELENA PRIMROSE

I crouched on the tree branch.

“Genie.” My brother gazed up at me from the ground below. “Don’t even consider it.”

“I told you, Cyril, don’t call me Genie. It’s Gene!”

With that, I jumped.

My arms and legs felt only air, and then I wrapped my arms around the next tree branch, hanging from it, bare feet dangling. Thank the Lord and Lady the bark was smooth, or I’d have shredded my palms.

Oswin, Cyril’s best friend, jumped up and tickled my feet. I kicked at him, and he leapt away. He was two years older than me, the same age as my brother, with messy hair and a ready grin. Cyril, meanwhile, liked to keep his dark blond hair carefully combed and was far more serious.

“I still don’t know how you do it, Gene,” Oswin said. “You’re like a squirrel in those branches.”

“Maybe you’re just a couple of timid mice.”

“More like we don’t have a death wish,” Cyril said, mildly. “I swear, your head is full of lint and daydreams. You’ve no sense of self-preservation.”

“More interesting than what’s in your skull.” I jumped down. I was wearing an old pair of Cyril’s trousers and one of his old shirts. I only had to roll the legs and arms up once, now. My brother was a head taller than me, but I was catching up.

I took off running towards the pond. Their footsteps followed, and I quickened my pace. I jumped in. Opening my eyes underwater, I watched Cyril and Oswin sink to the bottom along with me. The chirping of the birds silenced and it was just us, the green water, the tadpoles and frogs.

I burst to the surface and gulped a lungful of air. My brother and Oswin followed, and we splashed in the water. I was a better swimmer than either of them.

Afterwards, we sat on the riverbank, taking off our shoes and squishing our bare toes into the mud. I sighed and lay down on my back, careless of the muck, tucking my arms behind my head and looking at the sky.

“I wish we could come to the countryside more often,” I said.

“Me too,” Cyril agreed. “A month or two a year in the Emerald Bowl is never enough. It’s a bit harder for you to jump off tree branches in the city, after all, isn’t it, Gene?”

I chuckled at the sky. “There’s always scaffolding.”

“You haven’t,” he said, shocked.

I smirked.

“If Mother ever caught you, she’d send you to finishing school quicker than a lager turns to piss.”

I shrugged. “I dress as a mudlark. She’ll never find out.”

“You’d better hope not, Miss Iphigenia Laurus.”

I flicked some mud at him. “Don’t call me that.” I’d always hated my name.

He laughed, his shoulder splattered brown. Oswin opened his mouth, and I hefted another handful.

“Don’t you dare call me anything other than Gene.”

He put his hands up in mock surrender. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

I threw it at him anyway. We slung mud at each other like we hadn’t done since we were children, until we were so coated we had to jump back into the pond to wash it all off again.

“It’s getting late,” Cyril said when we emerged, dripping. “Better get back before supper.”

Oswin made a face. With reluctance, we trudged back along the forest path.

Oswin took the fork back to his estate. Back at the house, Cyril and I cleaned our filthy boots in the grass and snuck in the servant’s entrance. We nearly made it to the upstairs bathroom.

Creak. Our heads turned. Mother stood outlined in the corridor. For such a short woman, she sure was intimidating.

My mother always wore dark dresses that covered everything but her face and hands. The latter she hid with immaculate white gloves I doubted she ever wore more than once. Her hair was the same dark blonde as Cyril’s, but it was streaked with grey. Her eyes were a brilliant green. She strode into the room and closed the bath chamber door behind her, sending the long, jet beads around her neck swinging as she took in the state of us. Despite our second dunk in the pond, we were still plenty mud-streaked.

“Someday, you two are going to be too much for my heart and it will simply give out.” My mother’s voice was cultured and refined, but her father had been a luminary—a chandler, gas light, and glass globe specialist. While they’d been wealthy, they’d only had the thinnest tie to nobility before she’d married my father. When she was truly angry, she would forget herself and slip, dropping consonants and twanging her vowels. That was when I knew I was in for it.

“Cyril, you’re far too old to be turning up like this, even out here. You’re nearly twenty, for Lord and Lady’s sakes.”

“Sorry, Mother,” he muttered.

She turned to me. “And Iphigenia, the Couple knows I love you, but sometimes I think you were given to me to be my trial in this lifetime. Your father and I provide you with all you could ever ask for. Is a little respectability too much to ask?”

I enjoyed the music and dance lessons, but I was less keen on the tailored dresses, the fine powders, rouges, and the delicate, porcelain dolls. During an evening meal, I’d once asked if I could learn to fence and shoot like Cyril. She’d held her hand over her heart as if I’d stabbed her with the bread knife. I hadn’t asked again.

“Sorry, Mother,” I echoed my brother.

“Cyril, please use the baths upstairs to ready yourself for supper,” our mother said. Cyril gave me a sympathetic look as he left. She didn’t seem to care that sending him away meant that he’d track dirt upstairs as well. That’s what the servants were for, after all.

Mother followed me into the bathing room. She clasped her hands together and gave me a speculative onceover. I crossed my arms over my chest. I wasn’t about to undress in front of her.

“When we return to Sicion, we’re going to see another specialist,” she said, her tone decisive.

I stifled a sigh. I’d seen a couple of doctors, and none of them had ever known what to make of me. They exclaimed, poked, prodded, and then wrote an article in a medical journal, calling me Patient X or some other dramatic letter. I’d have a break, and then it’d begin again.

“There’s a new doctor,” my mother continued. “He said your case sounds promising and he may be able to offer a solution.”

My throat closed, and my chest tightened. No one had ever offered a solution before, and I didn’t know how to feel about it.

My mother reached out and mimed patting my sodden shoulder, unwilling to soil her gloves.

“Come now, darling. Why don’t you wear your mauve dress for supper? And then you’ll retire early, you need your rest. There’s the afternoon tea at the Hawthornes’ tomorrow, remember?”

I made a face. “Must we?”

“Indeed, we must.”

She ran the bath, kissed me on the forehead, and closed the door behind her. As the water swirled into the copper tank, I looked wistfully at the disappearing sun resting on the tips of the trees. I stripped off Cyril’s old clothes and slid the body that so offended my mother into the hot water. Even though I was seventeen, my breasts were still little more than swollen nipples, and all I knew was that what lay between my legs was different than what most young ladies usually had.

I submerged my head beneath the water, breathing out my frustration and letting bubbles rise to the surface.
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SUMMER: THE GRUNT

“Cyrinx: a large feline, similar to a panther. Notable due to the dark purple sheen to its fur. Unseen in Byssia for hundreds of years and believed extinct until 10766 when discovered by the esteemed explorer, Dr. Redwood. Legend states that the cyrinx has the intelligence of a man and can shapeshift to human form at will. Dr. Redwood began a conservation and breeding program and they are now no longer considered near-extinct. No evidence of shapeshifting has been noted.”

“CYRINX,” THE ARCHIPELAGO BESTIARY, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

My circus education began the next morning.

Breakfast was an explosion of sound, sights, and smells. People jostled each other in the queue for food, quibbled with the cook for another spoonful, and joked and insulted each other in the same breath.

I found myself standing in front of the two dancers. The dark-haired girl caught my furtive glance.

“My, my, Charlotte, let’s see the newest chit of the circus,” she said, licking her lips and glancing at her friend. “He’s still here. Don’t he look good enough to eat?”

Charlotte laughed, taking me in. “You’re making the poor boy blush, Sal.”

“You eating or not?” I hadn’t realized we’d hit the front of the queue. The cook had a generous belly and an ungenerous expression. The band of his chef’s hat was sweat-stained. Sal and Charlotte tittered again. My face couldn’t have been any redder.

I held out my bowl. The cook likewise sized me up and gave me one solitary spoon of porridge and a lopsided fried egg. The others had received more.

“You’ll grow thin if you don’t ask him to give you more food,” Arik said by way of greeting when I joined him. “And you’ve not much to spare. Cook does that to all the rookies.”

“Right,” I said.

“He doesn’t mean much by it,” Arik said. “But a forewarning: it won’t be easy the first few weeks. Your skin’ll have to thicken.”

“What do you mean?”

“To the circus, you’re still an outsider. We’re a close-knit group here,” Arik said. “We’re out here playing a joke on the world. Normies aren’t in on it, and if you last long enough, you’ll start to see them differently, too.” The conditional hung in the air between us.

“I . . . see.” My fingertips tingled.

“Until you prove yourself, most of them will want nothing to do with you. They might even be a bit cruel. Don’t take it personally, work hard, and you’ll eventually break through.”

My shoulders lowered. None of the other circus members so much as glanced in my direction. They must all view me as a spoiled rich boy who didn’t have what it took to stay.

“Tell me about the others, then,” I said, determined not to let my foreboding show. “So I don’t make too much of a fool of myself.”

Arik’s eyes twinkled. “That’s the spirit. You’ve met Cook. No one knows his actual name, and he likes it that way. The grunts are over there. Their leader gave himself the name Rag—he’s the one with no teeth. He can be a bit of a shit-rag, sure enough. Also, never play poker against him. You’ll lose everything.”

I laughed. “Noted.”

“Grunts don’t tend to mix with performers much, except the barkers. That’s part of your trouble, you see. You’re starting out as a worker but aiming to become a performer, so everyone is going to resent you at the start. You can’t win, so don’t try.”

“Joy,” I said. My gut twisted and my lone spoonful of porridge and egg was no longer appetizing.

Aenea took over next. It was so practiced that I wondered how many introductions they’d done with other hopefuls who hadn’t stuck around. “Some of the Kymri tumblers don’t speak much Eladan. Sayid speaks it fluently, and often acts as translator. He’s a nice fellow.” She pointed at the man on the far right. He had a wide smile and his thick black hair was tied back in a low tail. “The others are Zahn, Ahmed, Bes, Rami and Geb.” They were all were all dark-haired and dark-eyed, skin ranging from deep brown to medium bronze. 

“Right,” I said.

“In time you’ll get to know Dot and Mara, the contortionists. They’re probably the ones who will warm to you first. They’re both sweet, though Dot could talk the ear off a donkey, and Mara barely says a word at all.”

The contortionists were both blond, very short, and quite thin—Mara’s hair was long and coiled atop her head, and Dot’s was short and spiky.

“You’ve met Sal and Charlotte,” Arik said. “They’ll flirt up a storm with you because they’ve already seen how easy you blush.”

Sal caught my eye and winked, sticking out her tongue and wriggling the tip suggestively. They both erupted into laughter when I did the same thing back.

“There you go,” Arik said, approvingly.

“And the clowns?” I asked, glancing over at their table. They hadn’t changed into their motley, but I recognized Drystan by his tousled near-white hair. Without his strange makeup, he was quite striking. Fair in complexion and fair to look upon, I felt a jolt when I caught him watching me.

“Ach, the clowns are a mixed bag,” Arik said. “I quite like Iano, Rian, and Drystan; they’re the blue, green, and white. But the red and yellow, Jive and Fedir, are total tossers.”

“Avoid the fire colors. Got it.”

They both chuckled. “Easy enough to remember,” Aenea said, nudging my shoulder. I blinked, focusing on my plate and fighting down another blush.

“Last, we’ve got the freaks, animal trainers, and management,” Arik continued. “There’s Mrs. Lemon, the woman with the extra pair of legs. No one knows her first name. Then there’s Bethany, the quasi-bearded woman. No one knows her last name. Bethany especially hates the ‘harrowing’ of new recruits, as she calls it. You can call on her if you’re in a pickle.”

“Good to know.”

“Nina the snake charmer is lovely, though sometimes she says the wildest things. Juliet, the Leopard Lady, is also sweet but keeps to herself most of the time. Tauro, the bull man, doesn’t speak but seems to understand what you say. Karg, the strongman, likes to read philosophy, which you might not guess to look at him. Miltin, the dwarf, is all right, but his tongue can be sharp when he’s a mind to use it.”

He yawned, blinking. “Karla and Tym are the animal trainers. You’ll help them some, I expect. They work hard to do their best by the animals in less-than-ideal conditions.”

Karla’s hair blazed bright red as the fire. Tym was taller, with tan skin, brown hair and eyes, and heavy features.

Arik took another bite of porridge. “That leaves management. Always be beyond polite to Bil, obviously. He can be magnanimous when he wants, but you do not want to cross him. Same goes for his wife, Frit. She’s not here, but if you see a woman who looks like she’s just bitten into a sour plum, that’ll be her. She runs the books and the circus would never have taken off the ground or survived this long if not for her.”

“I think I got that. More or less.” My head was swimming. It’d take me days before I’d be confident enough to address anyone by name.

“But of course, I’m the person in the circus you must fear the most,” Aenea said, straight-faced.

“Oh?” I said.

“I’m the name you’re going to curse each night before you go to bed and when you wake up each morning. I’m the taskmaster, and no animal trainer in this circus cracks a whip as cruel as mine!” She mimed snapping one.

I pretended to cower and tug a forelock. “Please, have mercy.”

She laughed. “No chance. Come along. Time to see what you’re made of.”

I pretended not to notice Arik’s knowingly amused glance at the pair of us as we made our way to the big top.



• • •

The rest of the morning passed slowly and painfully.

For over an hour, I stretched every muscle and ligament of my body, until I felt as if I were made of rubber. Next, I performed calisthenics, jumping in place until I panted, squatting until my leg muscles burned, and pressing myself to the floor until my arms shook. By the end of it, I was drenched in sweat and certain I smelled no better than the animals.

Aenea and Arik could bend nearly as well as the contortionists. Aenea shot me a smug, triumphant smirk after landing from a flip or a cartwheel, chin high, arms held above her head. I attempted to copy them and largely failed. I’d exert too little force and lose momentum mid-roll, or I’d propel myself so hard that I’d slide off the mat. I had the strength to balance on my hands, but my legs waggled in the air like twigs in a breeze, while theirs pointed toward the top of the tent, unmoving as thick tree branches.

At lunch, I asked the cook for a second helping of dry roast beef and vegetables. He laughed and motioned for me to move along. With hunger in my stomach and my limbs aching and trembling, I refused to move until he gave me another slice of beef.

The victory was short-lived. Jive, the red clown, stood behind me in the queue, and he stuck his foot out as I turned to leave. I tripped and fell, my plate tumbling into the sand. I stood, brushing sand from my clothing, eyes stinging.

“Won’t be much of a trapeze artist if you bumble about like that, will you, boy?” Jive taunted. He was an ugly fellow, with eyes too small, mouth and teeth too big, and sallow skin. Fedir laughed—he, in contrast, was almost as handsome as Drystan, but there was a cruel cast to his features.

A boy might hit Jive for what he’d done, or at least lash out with a cutting, witty barb. But I’d never learned to throw a proper punch, and my tongue was blunt and thick in my mouth. Mutely, I picked up my plate from the sand, dusted it off as well as I could, and went back for more. Cook gave me a proper helping without me having to beg, at least.

Jive tried to trip me again, but this time I nimbly hopped over his foot, balancing the plate in my hand. His eyebrows rose and he cocked his head to the side and gave me a smirk that was nearly a smile.

I nodded to him and sat down to eat my meal mostly free of sand.



• • •

After lunch, all I wanted to do was sleep. I’d never been so physically exhausted, even after a day exploring the forest with Cyril and Oswin. Aenea and Arik went back to their practice, but I was handed over to the grunts.

I scrubbed stains from benches under the big top, wrinkling my nose and trying not to guess what the foul crusts might be. The workers barked instructions, expecting me to know where the brooms and rags were as if I’d been part of the circus for years, not less than a day. By mid-afternoon, I’d cleaned the tent, stocked the entrance booth with rolls of tickets, and arranged the props for the show neatly in the backstage area of the ring.

Next, I was passed off to the animal handlers.

In the animals’ tent, Tym said only enough to be understood.

“Karla’s in town. Sweetgirl has horse colic. Grab the feed from the storage tent.”

“Fetch water for Saitha.”

That took almost ten trips to the water pump, hauling back sloshing buckets.

“Bring food for the otters. Food’s in Cook’s tent.”

I trekked to the other side of the circus, bringing back a dripping, squirming sack of frogs. I nearly dropped it more than once.

The otters—Needle, Thimble, and Pin—sprawled on platforms just above their shallow, collapsable pool, sunning themselves beneath low-hanging glass globes. The area stank of fetid kelp, frogs, fish, and brackish seawater that needed changing, and I had a sinking feeling I knew whose job that’d be.

I dumped the frogs into the water, and I watched in horrified fascination as the otters attacked, chirping and chittering in delight. Within moments, the pool had no more frogs, and the otters blinked contentedly at me.

When I went back to Tym, he was plucking pebbles out of the pads of Saitha’s enormous feet. I caught him murmuring to her: “I tell Bil every year all this rock and sand is murderous for your feet and for the horses’, but does he ever listen? No, Saitha, he doesn’t.” His voice was much softer and warmer than when he spoke to me.

I coughed and he glanced at me. “Meat for the cats is in Cook’s tent,” he said, turning back to the elephant.

I gaped at him. I’d just been there! I could easily have carried both bags back in the same trip.

“Will I need any other feed from Cook’s tent?” I asked, trying not to sound annoyed.

“Maybe. Come back after.”

Annoyed as I was, I knew fussing would earn me nothing. I swallowed my pride and came back with a bag of almost rancid meat of indeterminable origin. I wondered if this meat might make it into our dinnertime stew, and my stomach churned.

During the day, the big cats were kept in cages in the freakshow tent to keep them away from the otters and other potential snacks. The three cats were fast asleep, curled together like gigantic kittens.

The cyrinx, Violet, cracked open her yellow eyes and stretched, muscles uncoiling beneath her skin. The other cats looked at me with golden eyes. The lion was named Tawny, and the tiger, Pumpkin. I found myself trapped by Violet’s yellow irises, even though I remembered reading somewhere that cats took locking eyes as a sign of aggression. I glanced away.

I opened the burlap sack, and the sour smell of the meat made me gag. I was standing too close to the cage; a dark purple paw darted between the bars and snatched the bag. Her claws grazed my shirtsleeve, ripping the cheap cloth. I cried out and jumped back.

The cyrinx hissed and swiped at the other two cats, who growled but kept their distance. The purple cat circled around her prize, glaring at them before ripping through the bag with her claws and burying her muzzle into it.

Shaking, I checked my arm to find it scratched but not bleeding. Violet had eaten most of the food. The other big cats stared at me, clearly thinking that I would make a tastier meal than the meat.

Cook must have been sick of the sight of me when I appeared in his tent for the third time that afternoon. He’d bought a new chef’s hat, and his apron was clean. I noticed he had a faint scar on his lip.

“Did Violet take it all?” Cook asked, nodding at my ripped shirt.

“Near enough.”

“Lemme see.” He grabbed my sleeve and bared the skin. “Didn’t get you too bad. Come to me or Frit if Vi does take a piece of you. Her claws are dirty.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

He gave me another bag. “Keep this well back and throw it in. And here’s the feed for everyone else. Tym will keep sending you back and forth to keep you busy.” He briefly explained what type of food was for which creature as he loaded them into my hands. “I’m tired of seeing your face. Off you get.” Though the words were harsh, his tone was not.

I smiled, nodded at him again, and returned to the tent. I fed every animal according to Cook’s instructions, staying well back from the cat cages this time. The two-snouted pig ate a bite with the first mouth, and then the second. The fish didn’t need feeding, judging by the tattered remains of skin and bones of the one floating on the surface. The sight of them made me uneasy. These were creatures on display only because they were born differently.

Would the ringmaster try to put me in the freakshow tent if he found out what I was?

Tym  grumbled when he told me to feed the other animals and I said I already had. But as I left, I thought I caught him hiding a smile.
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SUMMER: THE GIRL IN THE NEWSPAPER

“The first cache of Vestige was discovered four hundred years ago. I am sure that the other odd device or two had been discovered long before that, dug up from the dirt or found in old, abandoned structures. Many have been found deep in cavern networks. No one knows how they work or what power they run on. Some operate without issue for centuries, but others have wound down and gone dark, and once that happens, no one knows how to kindle them again. When people realized their possibilities—from little delights to weapons that could turn the tides of wars—there was a rush to find as many as possible. Due to the colder climate, Elada had the largest amounts of undamaged Vestige. Even the threat of it allowed Eladans to create an empire and bring the other islands under their rule. It was a bloodless war, overall, though not as bloodless as people pretend. Eventually, the islands negotiated near-independence. We call them the former colonies, but I would not argue they’ve fully escaped the crown. Not yet, at least. But with each passing year, they up the prices of their exports, and the farming island of Girit cannot feed everyone in Elada. This will prove a problem, eventually. Mark my words.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

On the way to Arik’s cart to change into something less pungent, I nearly walked right past a newspaper weighed down with a stone on one of the tables until I caught sight of the photograph printed on the front, and my heart skipped several beats.

I grabbed the newspaper and shoved it under my arm. Once in Arik’s cart, I sat on my pallet and unfolded it with trembling hands.

SCANDAL!

YOUNG NOBLEWOMAN OFFICIALLY

DECLARED MISSING

Words by correspondent Charles Hodsworth

Authorities are questioning the Laurus family of Sicion after it has been revealed that their daughter, Miss Iphigenia Laurus, went missing over a week ago.

Friends and acquaintances, when inquiring after Miss Laurus, were told she was unwell, but when a concerned friend alerted authorities, it was revealed that Miss Iphigenia Laurus had not been reported missing to the Constabulary.

The Laurus family stated only a desire for privacy and shared that they had hired a private Shadow directly after her disappearance. They claimed to have several leads, which they have now shared with the Policiers. The Laurus family insisted they love and miss their daughter deeply and had hoped to find her before her disappearance was known to the public. We can understand the reasoning. After all, it does not bode well for the young lady’s reputation, does it?

Miss Iphigenia Laurus is seventeen years of age, tall and slightly built, with red hair and green eyes. She vanished from her home in Sicion on the night of 17th of Eral. Information leading to the discovery of Miss Iphigenia Laurus will result in a reward. Please contact your local Constabulary if you know anything to help authorities find young Iphigenia and bring her home safely.

Crumpling the newspaper in my hands, I struggled to keep hold of my lunch, my thoughts scurrying about my skull.

I knew that the Constabulary had been searching for me, but a Shadow detective could equally whisk me away from the circus and deposit me back home before I could say “elephant shit.”

The printed portrait had been taken a year ago. My long hair had been plaited and ribboned. I remembered how stiff and awkward I’d felt sitting for the photographer in that high-necked lace gown, and it showed in my surly expression. The tarnished mirror of the cart showed a thinner face, my black eye long-healed. Looking at the photo, someone might see my hair and the lace, and not necessarily my features. My hair was darker than red and my hazel eyes closer to brown than green.

Still. Everyone here already knew I came from money. The circus folk were less educated, but not stupid. I could only hope that they’d never figure a noble girl would stoop so low as to scrub latrines in a circus just for the chance to swing from a trapeze.

Yet someone might hazard a guess for the chance at gold or silver.



• • •

I couldn’t hide. After a sponge bath, rewrapping the bandages around my chest, and a change of cleaner clothes, I headed back to the big top to watch the performers practice. The spike of fear had chased away some of my exhaustion, at least.

Backstage, the clowns squinted into shaving mirrors and painted their skin with white greasepaint. Ringside, the strongman tested his weights before setting them down with a clatter of metal on stone. Tauro sat in the stands next to Juliet the Leopard Lady, rolling a ball idly between his large hands. Off to one side, Karla had returned from town and curried one of the amber and gold horses alongside Tym. At one point, she paused to rest a hand on his shoulder and press a kiss to his cheek, and I realized they were married, or close enough to it.

Dot and Mara balanced on their hands on the swept stone in front of the big top. In unison, they raised their legs so that the tops of their thighs rested on their heads. They stared straight ahead, strangely pensive in their impossible poses. Mara lifted her legs and took a few steps forward on her hands. Dot lowered her legs, stood up, and touched her toes, as if folding herself in half. Her hands lay flat on the ground. Smoothly, she stood and bent in the opposite direction, fingertips grazing the stone behind her. She did this several times, back and forth, like a broken doll.

“She’s showing off,” a woman said next to me. “Most contortionists can’t bend completely in both directions. Mara has always been jealous.”

Dot next lowered into a split, smirking.

The woman had a solemn face as she fiddled with metal machinery as big as a book. I guessed this was Frit, the ringmaster’s wife. She gestured me over.

“Hullo,” I said, strangely shy. “I’m Micah.”

“I know that, of course. We don’t get that many new members joining us.” She gave me a wan smile. Arik had said she looked sour, but to me she seemed only tired. Her greying brown hair was tucked into a scarf. She had faint crow’s feet around her eyes, and she wore no cosmetics. “Frit Ragona.”

“Nice to meet you. What’s that?” I couldn’t help but ask.

The square metal box was blue-black, covered with swirls and characters, with several knobs along the top. It was obviously Vestige—leftovers from the mysterious Alder and Chimaera, who’d disappeared centuries ago.

“It’s the weather machine for the circus. It’s always acting up,” she said.

“So the lightning and clouds aren’t magic after all?” I kept my words light, but I was almost disappointed.

Frit chuckled.

“Who’s to say the Alder didn’t create Vestige with magic? None of us know, do we, really?”

“Is it broken?”

She shook her head. “Just temperamental. See here? It’s not turning properly, so if it sticks, the lightning doesn’t go off.” She massaged some oil into the machine with a rag. The knob twisted smoothly. “There, that should do it.”

“Are you going to test it?” I asked.

“I fear we must. Have to make sure it’s working properly for the show, right?” Her eyes danced.

We shared smiles. I decided I liked her.

Frit stood up and clapped to get everyone’s attention. “Halt!”

The clowns, makeup completed, paused in their tumbling. Karg set down his weights, his tattoos rippling. Tauro ceased rolling his ball and Juliet the Leopard Lady crossed her arms over her chest, her dappled hair falling over one shoulder. Karla and Tym led the horse out of the tent, so the thunder wouldn’t spook her.

The machine hissed and fog emerged from a small hole in each side. Within moments, the big top was lost in the sweet smoke. I could barely see the ringmaster’s wife as she twisted the knob on the right and then the middle. Lightning flashed, blinding us, and the same temporary stars glittered at us before dissipating with the smoke. The clowns, the Leopard Lady, the bull man, and the strongman all clapped, along with the newest aerialists’ apprentice.



• • •

After afternoon practice, we had a quick snack of sausage rolls and oranges, but the proper meal would be late in the evening, after the show.

Aenea sidled up next to me. “Carnival’s starting soon. Walk me back to my cart? Been stuck under the canvas all day.” She had a sheen of sweat on her brow, the small curls about her face matted to her skin, her cheeks flushed.

I nodded, my stomach fluttering, and focused on the performers.

One of the acrobats spat flames into the sand, wisps of smoke rising where the fire extinguished. The other tumblers raced each other to see who could reach a boulder first. One of them flipped over the rock, landing on his feet, arms above his head. I gave a low whistle of appreciation at the sheer athleticism.

“How was your first day as a circus runaway, then?” Aenea asked, teasing.

“I don’t think I’ve ever worked so hard,” I admitted.

“There’s nothing like living in a circus,” she said. “You’ll love parts of it, and other bits you’ll despise.”

“What do you love about it?” I asked.

“The flying, of course,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “The glitter of the costumes beneath the glass globes. The applause.”

“And what do you hate?” I chanced.

“Moving from place to place and living out of a trunk most of the year can be a challenge. There’s rarely a day off, and never enough money to go around. And Bil’s become . . . tetchy, the last couple of years. Quicker to anger, and too fond of his drink.” She shook her head. “He wasn’t like that when I joined. He and Frit never had children, and they always said the circus was their family. It’s true: I know the folk here far better than my own kin, these days.” A shadow crossed her features.

“More good than bad, though?” I asked.

She patted my arm, and my skin tingled where she’d touched. “Of course. I wouldn’t have stayed so long, otherwise. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

She patted my shoulder and headed off. In the hour to myself before the show began, I collapsed onto my pallet, exhaustion tugging at my limbs.

“It’s a little different to afternoon tea,” I muttered to myself.
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SPRING: AFTERNOON TEA

“Under no circumstances should a gentleman and a lady be left unchaperoned. In the presence of a chaperone, a gentleman may kiss the back of a lady’s hand. If he is very bold, he may kiss her cheek. Yet the young lady must take heed. No more is considered seemly.”

A YOUNG ELADAN LADY’S PRIMER, LADY ELENA PRIMROSE

The lace of my dress was scratchy; I pulled at it.

“Stop fidgeting,” my mother muttered under her breath. Her hand gripped mine like a claw as she steered me to my designated table. She was wearing her finest dress, and Father was decked out in his best suit, his grey hair carefully styled, his moustache waxed into points, and his beard freshly trimmed. His glasses perched on the end of his nose, hiding eyes the same shade of brown as Cyril’s. 

The room was full of smiling, laughing people, and all I wanted to do was flee.

“Behave,” she whispered in my ear, disguising the words with a kiss on the cheek before she found her own table. I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at her retreating back like a child.

I sat down, and beneath the snow-white tablecloth, my brother wrapped his pinky with mine. I felt a little better, and better still when Oswin joined our table.

The Hawthornes prided themselves on their conservatory. It was large enough to easily host twenty or so guests, with every wall paned in glass so clear that it’d be easy to walk into it by mistake. The house perched on top of a low hill and the view overlooked the Emerald Bowl. Dark conifer trees fell away toward a stream, and gentle hills cut into a sky unspoiled by clouds.

The Hawthornes always held the last social event of the spring season in the Emerald Bowl: an afternoon tea, followed by outside games. The day of carefully modulated amusements made me feel melancholy because it meant that we’d soon return to Sicion, its sooty, lime-and-sandstone buildings, and ever-present rain.

My mother had forced me to wear an absolute confection of a dress, with froths of white lace and a wide pale-pink sash around my corseted waist. My hair had been artfully piled atop my head, a bit of rouge stained my cheeks, and I wore a pair of my mother’s white gloves. I was all dressed up like a porcelain doll and fooling no one.

Cyril was smart in his light brown afternoon suit, and Oswin in his grey one. He grinned at me. “You look like a proper lady and everything today, Gene.”

“I could still beat you in a race, corset and all, and you know it.”

“Don’t let your mum hear you say that,” Oswin said, voice gently mocking, and I kicked him under the table.

Lucy, Oswin’s little sister, slid into one of the other empty seats. She’d just turned thirteen, and she had plump cheeks that dimpled when she smiled, which was often. Though the gap in our ages meant we weren’t close, she’d seemed taken with me and I had a fondness for her. The other members of our table turned out to be Darla Hornbeam, a young lady my age who was very concerned with her own self-importance, and her younger brother Damien, whom I liked well enough. The Hornbeams were both very blonde and blue-eyed. We were an evenly matched set of three brothers and three sisters. If I counted as a sister.

The tea arrived. Each guest had their own ceramic teapot embossed with a flower. I had bluebells. Cyril had roses. We were to wait precisely three minutes for the tea to steep while Oswin’s mother, Lady Hawthorne, gave a short speech. We all applauded politely before, as one, pouring our tea.

Lady Hawthorne had spared no expense; it was a fine quality brew from Linde. I breathed in the steam. As we stirred in cold milk and sugar, the serving maids, graceful in their starched aprons and hats, set down the tiered plates of cakes and sandwiches.

A string quartet played music softly in the corner as we ate. The food was marvelous—sandwiches of the freshest white bread filled with various cheeses, cucumbers, crisp lettuce, salmon, smoked meats, and thinly sliced fruit. My favorite was one with a special ham and melon. Most of the produce was grown right on the property, either in the garden or the greenhouses. Lady Hawthorne spent as much time in the countryside as she could, though her children and husband spent most of their lives in Sicion and Imachara.

Snippets of the adults’ conversation carried to our table over the clink of the cutlery. My mother was speaking animatedly with Lady Hornbeam about upcoming events in Sicion and mentioning her excitement for the new boutique opening on Jade Street next week. My father was speaking to Lord Hawthorne and Lord Hornbeam. Father had two favorite topics: law or cigars. If he could somehow talk about both, he was very content.

I ate my sandwiches too quickly, and waited impatiently for everyone else to finish so we could start on the sweets. They were just sitting there, begging to be tasted. Chocolate creams, glacé cherries, caramelized imported bananas from Byssia, hazelnut mousse, cakes fluffy and soft as pillows, feather-light frosting . . . I could already imagine them melting on my tongue.

Finally, Lady Hawthorne thanked us again for coming, and we were allowed to serve ourselves. I ate half a dozen cakes before my stomach told me enough was enough. I felt a bit embarrassed when I noticed that Darla had one small candied cherry on her plate, but hadn’t touched it. Then again, more cake for me.

Eventually, we were allowed to go outside for the games. The adults divided themselves into teams for croquet. Darla Hornbeam joined them. Others sat on lawn chairs, the women with fans and the men with cigars.

I cared little for a peel or a scatter shot, a roquet or a rush. When the adults were deep enough into the sherry, Cyril, Lucy, Oswin, Damien, and I crept off into the forest to play games of our own.

I plucked an oleander flower from a bush, holding the blossom as we walked through the woods. All too soon, the bottom of my white dress was specked with mud. Mother would be furious.

We found a clearing we’d come to last year. It was an almost perfect circle that broke through the trees. Small Penglass domes sprouted at the edges like toadstools.

I perched on one, running my hand over the surface, so smooth it felt wet. There weren’t as many outside the city. Sparks flashed off the surface in the sunlight, and I drew my hand away.

I’d learned that Pen meant ‘leader’ in Alder recently, but my history tutor had also said Penglass might be named after the Peng, a mythical beast from Linde which was a fish in the water and a bird in the sky, and whose wings were as sapphire blue as the glass.

A chill wind picked up in the forest, and I shivered. My heart pattered in my chest, though I wasn’t sure why. We always snuck off after afternoon tea. But this time we were older, and it felt more daring.

Oswin reached into his pocket and produced a cigar he’d clearly nicked from the house. I widened my eyes at it.

“I’ve always wanted to try one,” he said. “Father says it’s a bad habit I should ‘try not to cultivate.’”

Damien smirked, brushing his blond curls from his forehead.

“Won’t they notice you took one?” I asked, delightfully scandalized.

Oswin shrugged. “It’s not like they keep a tally.” Cyril and I exchanged a look. Our mother would have counted.

“I hope you were clever enough to spirit away a light, as well,” Damien said.

“What do you take me for? An amateur?” Oswin procured a book of matches from his pocket. He bit the edge of the cigar and spat it onto the ground. I guessed stealing a cutter would have been a step too far.

Oswin lit the cigar, self-consciously puffing and rotating it into the flame. He passed it to Cyril, who smoked more expertly. Lucy declined. Damien went next, and then he passed the cigar to me.

I wasn’t all that keen, but if all the boys had done it, I wasn’t about to duck out. I inhaled and immediately began to choke. My eyes watered, my lungs burning.

“You’re not meant to properly breathe it in!” Oswin said. “You hold the smoke in your mouth and then blow it out.”

“What’s . . . the . . . point . . . in . . . that?” I gasped in between coughs.

Damien laughed and Cyril patted me on the arm.

The cigars were of the finest quality, I was sure, but the tobacco tasted wretched. Whenever it was my turn, I mostly stared at the ember on the tip, soft and orange as a coal in a fire.

When the cigar had burned down to a stub, Oswin crushed it beneath his boot. My head swam a bit from the fumes, and I was dreadfully thirsty. I worried the smoke had soaked into my hair and dress, and as soon as we returned, our parents would know exactly what we’d been doing.

“Sardines?” Oswin suggested. We were a bit old for it. Last spring, and especially this one, it felt like we were clinging to what we’d loved about our childhood, knowing proper adulthood loomed ever larger.

Oswin would be the first to hide, and we all counted to one hundred while he found somewhere. I strained my ears as he crashed through the undergrowth, smiling to myself. My sense of hearing was remarkably good, according to the doctors, along with my other senses. I’d also never fallen ill, not even a childhood cold.

Cyril counted to one hundred while the rest of us closed our eyes. When it was time, I opened my eyes and set off into the trees. Cyril followed me, at first, for he knew about my hearing. I raised an eyebrow at him, and he reluctantly branched off in a different direction. I moved as quietly as I could with my thin slippers, holding my skirts higher in a valiant attempt to keep them from getting any muckier.

I paused, taking in the forest, and smirked when I caught a branch quivering in front of a hollow tree. I moved the branch back and, sure enough, there was Oswin.

“I knew you’d find me first,” he said with a grin.

“Shove over,” I said, and ducked into the hollow tree. A lightning bolt must have struck it, long ago, and I could still smell the smoke. I crouched awkwardly to spare my dress, and Oswin offered me his jacket, which was gallant of him. There was barely any room, and we were almost touching. With a start, I realized if my mother ever found out we’d been left alone, she’d be livid yet also delight in using this as an excuse to marry me off to someone from such a good family.

“Do you think the others will find us soon?” he whispered.

“Dunno.”

The tense silence lengthened. I smelled Oswin’s cologne he’d borrowed from his father and the cigar smoke. Water dripped, and the wind rustled the branches, but all outside sound was muffled in the heart of the tree.

“Gene?” He curled my name into a question, but I didn’t know exactly what he was asking or how I should answer. His pupils were large, his eyelashes long and dark.

Oswin leaned a little closer.

I was the one to close the distance and kiss him.

He gave a muffled sound of surprise and pulled back, and I felt it like a punch. I opened my mouth to apologize, but he didn’t give me the chance.

His lips pressed to mine again. They were chapped from the sun, and the skin on his chin was just beginning to prickle.

He made a small sound in the back of his throat and pressed himself closer to me. I could barely feel his hands on my torso through all the layers of fabric. Thrilling as it was, I knew with a deep, deep certainty that I was not meant to be doing this. Others might steal a kiss or two or let a suitor’s hands wander, but I had far more to hide.

I knew I should push him away. Oswin was enthusiastic and probably using too much tongue, but I loved the nearness and the connection. I ran my fingers through his hair, and we found our rhythm. His hand brushed my cheek, and his other drifted to my hip. I gently put his hand back on my waist, but a few seconds later, he placed it on my knee, over my skirt, and it was like I’d been dumped in cold water. I froze.

I was saved by the distant sound of footsteps in the forest.

“Someone’s out there,” I whispered against his lips.

“I don’t hear anything,” he murmured.

I stepped back, bumping into the charred walls of the tree as I ran my hands down my skirts.

Damien found us. His blue eyes darted between us, the edges of his lips curling smugly. Oswin’s brown hair was a mess, his lips swollen, his expression dazed, and I was sure I didn’t look much better.

“Is your reputation quite intact, Miss Iphigenia Laurus?” Damien asked.

I stared down at my shoes, saying nothing.

“Can I have a kiss, too?” Damien teased, puckering his lips.

“Piss off.”

Damien chuckled and shuffled his way in. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.” Oswin’s face creased in relief, but I felt uneasy.

We waited in silence until Lucy found us, and only a moment later, Cyril was the loser.

“Lord and Lady, I thought I’d never find you,” he said.

I had a soot stain on my elbow from where it’d grazed the inside of the tree, and the hem of my dress was definitely ruined. Nothing for it.

Oswin and I lingered a few paces behind the others as we headed back to the house. We kept stealing looks, and at one point, he took my hand, and I let him. Mother would be beyond delighted if this went any further. The Hawthornes were an excellent family of high standing. I should be pleased. If I became Lady Hawthorne, I’d be hosting my own afternoon teas in no time.

Yet my stomach twisted as we made our way back to the grand house. I was racing ahead of myself. For even if we did marry, what would happen when he found out the truth of me?
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SUMMER: THE GHOST & THE SNAKE CHARMER

“The Moon and the Sun circled each other in their dance, warming the world. From the dust of the ether, they created seeds, which they scattered. Countries grew from each seed to become large continents whose names are now lost to history, stretching for countless miles. Forests bloomed, deserts smoldered under the hot sun, and waves lapped the sand dunes. First came the Alder, and then the Chimaera, and lastly the humans. But one day, there were no more Chimaera, and then no more Alder. The waters rose, and only the humans remained with a promise that, eventually, the others may return. Above, the Lord of the Sun and the Lady of the Moon, forever unchanging, shone down on the broken world.”

FROM THE APHELION

That night, I watched the circus again.

After setting up the props, I knew the secrets and I’d seen the weather machine. I knew the fire eaters spat paraffin, but that made it no less impressive to me. Aenea entranced me when she bowed to the audience, the brown braid of her hair falling forward and the beads of her costume catching the light. When she straightened, her eyes searched the crowd until she found me, and she smiled. My stomach did a somersault of its own.

It was week’s end, so the carnival tents stayed open for another hour after the performance. I decided to visit Nina the snake charmer’s tent, since I no longer had to pay for admission. The audience was packed in tight, and a barker switched on a cheap gramophone. Temnian music played—brass and nickel instruments, large drums, and twanging strings. It made me think of sunsets, the yellow eyes of the cyrinx, and deep growls in dark jungles.

Nina sidled onto the stage, swathed head to toe in scarves lined in painted wooden beads. I could only see her eyes, smudged with black and serpentine green. She slid a scarf from her stomach and its wooden beads rattled together. Another scarf slipped, showing intricate, painted markings along her left arm.

Nina slithered free from the scarves concealing her face. Her black hair fell in thick braids to her waist. Her stomach was bare, but the rest of her was well covered.

Her body moved in time with the music. She was easily old enough to be my mother, but I found her beauty timeless. The green snake was as thick as a tree branch in its middle, curled about her neck and arms. I’d learned Nina had named the serpent Garnet, for her dark red eyes. Nina untwined the snake and slid the creature hand over hand into a wicker basket on the stage. Those in the front row backed away.

From somewhere under her scarves, Nina pulled out a small wooden flute carved to look like a serpent. Her fingers danced along the rainbow of scaled reptilian keys as she played a haunting tune that harmonized with the gramophone. Garnet poked her head up from the basket and danced in time to the slow tempo. My own eyes grew heavy. Nina and her snake mirrored each other as gracefully as any court dance.

The music stopped and I shook my head, taking a moment to remember where I was. I wanted her to hypnotize me into forgetting my troubles.

I found myself humming the tune as I explored the carnival. I paused in front of the Pavillion of Phantoms and its blue and purple canvas. It was re-opened for visitors. The circus must have another weather machine, for fog unfurled from the bottom of the tent and the entrance, along with an eerie blue light, as if a Penglass dome was hidden inside.

I shivered, but I was unable to ignore my curiosity.

There were five other customers—the price was steeper than any of the other carnival tents, save Sal and Charlotte’s. Another gramophone played echoing, ghostly music. Thin scraps of ragged grey veils fluttered. The fog swirled around my ankles, and I resisted the urge to rub my arms against the sudden chill in the air.

Two solitary glass globes wrapped in dark gauze were the only source of light, and their flickers made the ghosts painted on the walls appear to move, their eyes black holes. Twisted branches rose behind them, and a full moon with the hint of a sad face in its craters was painted on the canvas ceiling.

I glanced at the others: two coal miners, the soot forever stained into the grooves of their hands; a middle-aged merchant couple, judging by their neat but unassuming dress; and an older man with a beard halfway down his chest who I couldn’t quite place.

Another gust of wind whipped through the tent. The music wailed, and a disembodied voice began to speak. Though I knew it must be another bit of Vestige, it frightened me terribly—the voice spoke in three tones at once, using a language that hardly anyone in the world knew how to speak: Alder.

Mist swirled into a thin cyclone between the two glass globes. The voice grew louder, the different tones overlapping with each other until they no longer sounded like words. The merchant’s wife clutched the arm of her husband, and one of the coal miners stumbled back a few steps.

The mist cleared, and a ghost stood before us. Part of me wished to run, but I also knew that the circus was all about illusion.

I’d seen false ghosts before. Mother had attended a séance at Lord and Lady Balsa’s apartments and forced me to come. I’d learned the apparition had involved mirrors and light, smoke and shadows.

This ghost seemed so alive, so very present, aside from the fact that she was nothing but shades of white and blue and I could see through her. She was Vestige, I was sure, like the weather machine, though whatever device she was projected from was cleverly hidden. I could count the hairs on her head and see the soft down on her cheek. I wanted to reach out and touch her, curious if I would feel warm flesh or only air.

And she was staring straight at me with something like recognition.

My breath caught, but I blinked, and her gaze was again vague and unfocused. Had I imagined it?

The Chimaera was taller than me and looked to be in her twenties, and yet she also seemed ancient. The proportions of her face were subtly off—larger eyes, higher cheekbones, pointed ears, and elongated limbs. Strange silver tattoos dotted her hairline and traced the line of her neck. She wore a simple white gown that trailed the floor and disappeared.

She stretched her neck up and the gossamer wings of a dragonfly rose behind her. They were glistening and iridescent, and she flapped them soundlessly. The recorded voices lowered and disappeared. A man dressed in a black hood and cape stepped out of the darkness. All six of us startled, for he looked like Death itself.

“Friends of the afterlife,” he intoned, and I recognized the gravelly voice of Wicket, one of the barkers, and it punctured the mirage and chased away some of my fear.

“I present to you the Phantom Damselfly. She was once a princess of the Chimaera, next in line to inherit the throne of the Damselfly people. But she fell in love with the wrong man, the son of a rival family, and her parents wouldn’t condone the match. One night, the young prince flew into the castle of his lady love. But the king waited for him instead of his beloved and challenged the suitor to a duel.”

The ghost’s eyes closed, her head bowed.

“They fought across the room; the only sounds the clash of steel sword on steel, the panting of breath, and the stomp of their feet. The prince lost, holding his hands up for mercy. Instead of letting him go, the king cut off his wings and threw him from the tower to his death.”

Her head rose.

“The princess never recovered from the tragedy. The night before her arranged wedding to another prince of her father’s choosing, she tied her wings to her torso and jumped from a tall cliff, disappearing beneath the waves. But even death did not bring her solace, and her spirit wanders still, all these centuries later. She may never find peace.” Wicket retreated into the shadows.

I had no doubt that the story was a complete fiction, but I found it sad all the same.

The Phantom Damselfly shook her head, as though awakening. Mournfully, she paced in a slow circle, head bowed deep in thought, her wings flickering. One wing went straight through one of the glass globes. The other people in the tent backed away further from the ghost, their faces blank with wonder. I stepped forward. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she seemed strangely familiar.

“Be careful!” the merchant woman whispered from behind me. “They say that dragonflies weigh souls for the afterlife. She might steal yours.”

I ignored her and took another step.

The ghost stopped her pacing. Her head snapped up, her eyes focusing on me again. My mouth opened in shock. She cocked her head, and my muscles locked, freezing me in place.

—Hello, little one, she said, and I had a deep certainty she wasn’t speaking Eladan, even though I somehow understood her. My breath came quicker, and I stumbled back. Her gaze followed me. She flicked her wings, once.

—I thought you might hear me, the ghost said. I realized her mouth wasn’t moving.

I glanced at the others, but they had all frozen, as if time itself had stopped. The old man’s hand had paused halfway to his open mouth. The coal workers were in the middle of exchanging a look, and the merchant’s wife clutched her pendant.

—They know nothing of this, little Kedi, the Chimaera ghost said. You are the first to hear me so clearly in such a long, long time.

My breath left my lungs in a rush. She’d called me a term I’d only recently learned myself. A name for someone neither male nor female, but between.

“What are you?” I whispered.

—A remnant, a dream, a portent. She paused, as if listening. The spirits tell me a shadow will fall. Two hands on Penglass in copper, under the light of the full moon. She blinked. I know not what that means yet, but I know it will become important.

My mouth opened, but no sound emerged. My heartbeat pattered loudly in my ears.

“What do you want with me?” I asked when I found my voice.

—Nothing yet, she said. You’re exactly where you need to be. Enjoy your time in the circus, little Kedi. I am afraid it will be briefer than you’d wish, and what is to come will break your heart. But this is the first step. It must be this way.

I didn’t want to believe a word she said. “First step of what?”

—On your path to save the rest of the Chimaera who are returning. Like you.

“The Chimaera aren’t real,” I whispered, my mouth dry. “This is a trick.”

—The power grows within you. Do you feel it, yet? Chimaera are returning, whether you believe me or not. Some are closer than you even realize. Both those who are human in appearance and can hide, like you, and those who cannot so easily.

I thought of Tauro and his bullish appearance. Juliet and her canine teeth and how, in a certain light of the bonfire, I could have sworn her pupils were vertical rather than round. The Phantom Damselfly raised her hand. —Go now, little one. But wait, and watch, and you shall see, soon enough.

She snapped her fingers, and time began again. The old man wiped his mouth. The merchant’s wife released her necklace.

The Phantom Damselfly resumed her pacing, as if she’d never missed a step.

“Did . . . did you hear anything, just now?” I asked the merchant’s wife, my voice strained.

She gave me a strange look. “Why, no, dear.”

“Right,” I said. I backed away, leaving the ghost behind, and she watched me leave.

Once I was free of the Pavillion of Phantoms, I sprinted through the carnival and back to Arik’s cart, locking the door behind me. I leaned against the door, shivering.

I tried to control my breathing, but it was a long time before I stopped gasping. I rummaged at the bottom of my pack and took out a small soapstone figurine of a being that was both male and female—a Kedi.

I’d never heard of Vestige speaking directly to anyone. Plenty had their uses—an Augur could tell if you spoke the truth or lied. A Glamour could temporarily seem to alter your appearance. An Eclipse could dampen any other Vestige’s power in your vicinity. Some were weapons, more dangerous than any sword or musket. But most were simply trinkets, little bits of wonder and nothing more.

Chimaera were only stories. I might have been different than most, but I was human, through and through.

I lay awake for hours with just my thoughts for company. I pretended to be asleep when Arik entered after the nightly bonfire finished. I’d skipped dinner; my stomach couldn’t face the thought of food.

Near dawn, I finally drifted into a fitful doze. I dreamed of snakes twining about my arms and legs, hissing softly in time with Nina’s music. The snakes tightened, strangling me. I tried to call for help. It came, but not the kind I wanted. The ghost Damselfly from the Pavillion of Phantoms hovered above me.

—I know your secret, little one. I’ve known you before, and I will know you again. I’ve seen what your future in this life will bring. There is joy, but there is also pain. The spirits whisper of a blurred man. He waits, he watches. He will do anything to stop the return of the Chimaera. Anything. For it threatens his own power. I am sorry for what’s to come, even if I or the spirits cannot hope to stop it. But together, we shall do great things, when the time is right. You shall see.

Her ghostly finger touched my face, and then she was gone.
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SPRING: ROSES & THISTLES

“At seventeen years of age, Patient X has not yet reached menarche and may be unable to do so. This bodes ill for potential fertility. According to her parents, since puberty, the patient’s behavior and appearance have been growing steadily more male. Future treatment options remain open. I have written to the Royal Physician himself for further advice.”

UNPUBLISHED MEDICAL NOTES, DR. AMBROSE BIRCH

My mother kept her promise; as soon as we returned to Sicion, she dragged me to another doctor. Dr. Birch had been like all the others as he’d stared at me like a specimen from behind round, wire-rimmed glasses, asked invasive questions, and required an examination. Afterwards, I felt despondent, and asked the carriage to take me to the apartments of my friend Anna Yew.

“Gene!” Anna exclaimed, giving me a light hug. Her strawberry blonde hair was intricately plaited and she wore a dark blue gown at the height of current Imacharan fashion. “You’re back. How was the Emerald Bowl? Mother and Father keep delaying their trip, and my eyes are starving to see green!”

“My eyes are already withering from all the grey and brown.” 

Anna’s room was a garden. Printed primroses grew on her bedding and twined up the curtains of the windows and her canopy bed. Others dotted the circular rug that covered the hardwood floor. More flowers were etched onto the vanity and frame mirror over the fireplace. Even the wallpaper had blossoms, though the pattern was subtle. Potted plants were on every table and hung from chains. Anna was much better than me at acting the proper young lady, yet she had a wicked sense of humor, and she could make me laugh until I could scarcely breathe.

“Are you alright?” she asked, peering at me.

The doctor’s appointment had left me out of sorts, but I’d been forbidden to talk to anyone outside the family about it. “I’m fine,” I said, painting on a smile.

“My debutante dress arrived. Has yours?” Anna was almost two years younger than me but already poised to enter society. My mother had delayed it as long as she could for me, but if she left it any longer, people might start asking questions.

“Not yet, but I think it’s been ordered. My mother chose it, so it’ll probably be awful,” I said.

“Any potential suitors in the Emerald Bowl?” Anna asked. “Or do you have your eye on someone still here in the city?”

I said nothing.

“Gene,” Anna admonished. “It has to happen sooner or later. Don’t you dream of a wedding?”

“No, not really,” I admitted.

“Well, it’s that or become a spinster staying in your parents’ household. Wouldn’t that be worse?”

I shuddered. “Depends on the husband, I suppose.” I sighed. “You’ll have your pick of them, I reckon. You’ll find someone handsome, and kind, and with a fine estate full of greenhouses and grand gardens.” She could make anything bloom, and she was determined to study botany. 

“From your lips to the Lady’s ears,” she said.

“Show me your dress for the ball, then,” I said, desperate to change the topic of conversation.

Her face lit up, and she raced to the wardrobe. She brought out a pale blue taffeta gown. It’d be lovely with the pink undertones of her skin and the color of her hair, and I told her so.

“I ordered this from the seamstress too, look.” It was a similar make but in a dark pink. “Why don’t you try this one on?” she said, eagerly. Anna did so love to dress up.

I humored her, taking care to keep my petticoats on and turning from her as I changed. The dress was too short, for I was more than a head taller than Anna. The waist rose too high and the bodice was too loose, for Anna was better endowed in that regard. I wasn’t sure the color suited me.

We spent the afternoon being young noblewomen, eating cakes and drinking tea. She told me about the orchids she was cross-breeding. When the conversation drifted back to the debutante ball, my interest waned. Even though I put in some effort to fit into the role of a noble girl excited to come out into society, the act was like the dress—ill-fitting and not quite right.



• • •

When I came back from Anna’s, I heard Cyril and his friends’ chatter coming from Father’s study.

I lingered at the threshold, holding my embroidery hoop in one hand. The sun streamed in from the diamond lead-paned windows and cast patterns on the thick rugs. Cyril, Oswin, and a genial boy named Rojer lounged on the leather sofas, surrounded by my father’s law books. Oswin spotted me and grinned.

“Gene!” he said, waving me in. I returned the smile and entered. This room was as masculine as it was possible to be. Everything was burgundy, maroon, hunter green, or tobacco brown. It smelled of cigar smoke, leatherbound books, and pine oil.

I sank into one of the leather armchairs, taking off my slippers and tucking my legs beneath my skirts, promptly abandoning my embroidery. In my cream and pale blue lace, I stuck out both against the room and the boys’ dark suits.

I’d often joined Cyril’s friends as they did their schoolwork, but it felt different this time with the way Oswin’s eyes lingered on me. We were all aiming for informality, but that invisible barrier of age and propriety loomed over us.

“What’re you studying this time?” I asked.

“Boring case studies,” Rojer said, wearily. “We’ve an exam tomorrow.”

“I could test you,” I offered.

“It’s so dull, you’d fall asleep,” Cyril said.

“I think we’ve done enough for today,” Oswin said. “Any chance of cake?”

Cyril rang for the tea service, and a few minutes later, Lia came in with silver teapots and most of a sponge cake from visitors the day before. She set it down and crinkled her eyes at me.

The boys began discussing rugby. Dull. I reluctantly picked up my embroidery and picked at it as they spoke. It was a bouquet of thistles—my little rebellion was at least making all the flowers prickly. Oswin kept sneaking glances at me, but I pretended not to notice. If he wanted to court me, he had to actually attempt the courting. That’s what Anna would advise.

Half an hour later, Mother walked past and paused in the open doorway. Our laughter and chatter drifted to silence. Her gaze caught on my stocking-clad feet dangling over the arm of the leather chair, the lace of the skirt hiked up enough to show my legs to mid-calf. Hurriedly, I sat up, drawing down my skirts and putting on my slippers.

“Are you finished studying, boys?” she asked, carefully.

“All set,” Cyril said.

“Wonderful. Oh, Iphigenia,” she said. “Looks like you’ve a ways to go with your embroidery. Why don’t you run along and complete it? Lady Ash is coming around tomorrow, and I’m sure she’d love to see the finished piece.”

She hated it when I tried to learn alongside Cyril. I didn’t understand it. Anna’s parents didn’t dissuade her interest in botany, but Mother only wanted me to practice piano, paint, or embroider. I did like artistic past-times, but I liked learning about other topics, too. She’d once closed a medical book on my hand and snatched it from my grasp, as if afraid of what I might learn between the covers.

I felt the blush creeping up my cheeks. Oswin was looking at me with understanding at my obvious embarrassment, and that was worse. I ground my teeth together so hard my jaw clicked. “Of course, Mother,” I said, grabbing my embroidery. “Good day, Oswin, Rojer. Thank you for calling on us. Best of luck on your exams.”

Back in my room, I spent the rest of the afternoon unpicking every stitch from the fabric, one by one.
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SUMMER: WALK THE TIGHTROPE

“The Snakewood family has ruled for over three hundred years, but the Royal line has often been marked with loss and violence. The most recent tragedy was, of course, when King Nicolas, Queen Mary, and the Crown Prince Alistair Snakewood perished as they were being flown across the sea in a gyrocopter. The Vestige craft had made the journey plenty of times without issue. No one knows exactly what happened, but they disappeared into the water, never to be seen again. Princess Nicolette Snakewood, who had remained in Imachara, was only a toddler at the time. 

The future Queen will come of age when she turns sixteen on an auspicious night—there will be an eclipse. On that dark night, Elada will have a celebration such as none have seen before and welcome the bright future to come.”

THE SNAKEWOOD DYNASTY, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

The tightrope shook violently under my feet. I pinwheeled my arms, desperately trying to keep my balance.

“Focus!” Aenea said, poking me in the ankle.

“Don’t do that!” I wobbled dangerously.

“Who’s to say some unruly member of the audience won’t throw something at you one night? You can’t let anything distract you.”

“Someone’s going to hit me with something when I’m sixty feet in the air?”

“They might have a very strong arm.”

“Then we can recruit them to the circus and replace the strongman. Did you know that Karg’s barbells are fake? Even I could lift them a bit.” I was panting, but I managed to put another foot forward.

“Karg’s plenty strong, but normal weights don’t look as impressive, and there’s no point tiring him out. Everything’s about appearances at the circus. Everything must be larger than life.”

I glanced at Aenea as she brushed a strand of hair from her eyes, and that was enough. I lost my balance, jumping down onto the pallet.

“Pfft, you can do better than that,” Aenea said, a corner of her mouth lifting. I’d been sweet on her the moment I’d seen her in the circus ring, and that feeling had only grown in the days since, even when she was a harsh taskmaster. But what did it mean for me to feel that way towards her? She teased me, but I couldn’t say for sure if it was ever flirtatious. During practice, she certainly put me through my paces.

“You’re getting better at balancing, but I can’t say you’re all that graceful doing it,” she said. “It needs to look like it’s easy, even if it’s not.”

“I’m trying.” I leaned against the tightrope, feeling it press into my stomach. Between the daily practice and grunt work, I was constantly exhausted, but every time I slept, dreams of the Phantom Damselfly haunted me. She rarely spoke, and if she did, it was the bizarre warning about shadows and copper Penglass. But she still stared at me so knowingly, I’d wake up with a gasp, covered in a cold sweat. I’d lie there for hours, listening to Arik’s soft snoring.

Most of the circus workers had been content enough to ignore me the past few weeks. I did my chores, no matter how awful, without complaint. My muscles were always aching, but I still stretched, practicing my tumbling, the tightrope, and basic exercises on the trapeze.

But despite almost a month of working as hard as I could, I still felt like I was clinging onto the circus by my fingernails and impressing no one. Aenea and Arik had warned me that some of the other members—the clowns, mainly—might haze me.

The pranks stayed harmless enough, at first. Someone slid a bench out from behind me as I sat, and I landed on my arse in the sand. There was some teasing—people acting as if I was already one foot out the door, or not up to snuff. I’d tried not to let it get to me, but it was all nipping at me like papercut after papercut.

“Come on,” she said, catching my dismay. “Don’t give up that easily.”

“I’m not giving up. I’m just . . . frustrated.”

“I’m being tough on you, but you are making good progress, you know.”

“Really?” I asked. “Doesn’t feel like it.”

“Last season, we took on another hopeful trapeze replacement. Charlie, his name was. He’d even had a bit of training in some of the smaller circuses. But as the weeks passed, he wasn’t really improving. He probably wasn’t even good enough for his old circus, and it became obvious he wasn’t cut out for ours, either.”

I grimaced in sympathy.

“Arik was devastated when we let him go before we’d carried onto Cowl,” she continued. “He’d hoped to retire last year. Our goal was to try and lure away one of the trapeze artists from Riley and Batheo’s when we arrived in Imachara, but then you came along. It’s actually kind of extraordinary how quick you’re taking to it.”

—Chimaera, a voice might have whispered on the wind. I swallowed, shaking my head as if I could banish the word. I jumped onto the tightrope, sitting on it like a swing. Aenea climbed up beside me, sitting close enough that our shoulders touched.

“I’m pushing you because I want to challenge you,” she said, softly. “Obviously, there’s still a ways to go before I could trust you on the trapeze, and we’ve not much time.”

“I want you to trust me,” I said. We’d never been this close before. I could count the freckles on her cheek. “So go ahead and push me. Challenge me.”

“You’ll regret saying that,” she said with a smile, leaning her head against my shoulder. I tried not to panic and crossed my legs at the stirring of attraction, mortified.

Arik padded over to us and hopped onto the other side of the rope. I wasn’t sure if I was annoyed or grateful for the interruption, but I felt a surge of kinship for the three of us. Arik had a warmth that had made me feel at ease, and part of me was sad that, if everything went well, I wouldn’t know him that much longer.

“I still worry I’m too slow,” I said.

“Lady’s sake, it’s not even been a month yet,” Arik said. “You’re catching on quick enough.”

“That’s what I told him,” Aenea said. She hopped down, and Arik followed, and I gripped the rope tight as it swayed.

“That’s enough of a break,” she said, clapping her hands. “Try again.”

With a groan, I jumped down and clambered up the low wooden steps. I fell off the tightrope more times than I could count, but by the end of the practice, I’d made it across to the other side, and I’d almost felt graceful doing it.



• • •

One night, my pack went missing.

I searched Arik’s cart in increasing desperation, but it was obvious it wasn’t there. Someone had taken it. I tried to stay calm, but it was a losing battle against the anxiety that battered against my ribcage. The clowns were probably behind it. Another prank was better than an actual thief, I supposed. But inside my pack was a dress and the soapstone figurine of the Kedi—both rather strange things for a young man to have. There was also a too-honest letter to my brother I hadn’t sent. I hadn’t signed it with my name, but if anyone who had read the newspaper article found that, they’d have to be thick as molasses not to put it together.

I cursed myself for a fool five times over.

I left the cart and walked along the beach, trying to figure out what to do next. I climbed one of the sand dunes, the long blades of beach grass tickling my ankles.

It was the new moon again, and the Penglass of the city glimmered faintly, shading the sand with soft blue light. The Beach Ballroom was barely visible in the distance.

It’d probably be smarter to leave tonight, before anyone could send word to my family or the Shadow they’d hired. I cursed how such a simple mistake could have cost me so much. I should have put the letter into code right away, or better yet, not risked setting anything down on paper at all.

I heard footsteps, and Aenea came to join me. She’d just bathed, and her hair hung in dark ropes against her skin. She wore a silken robe from Linde, printed with faded cranes and stylized clouds. She must have been cold, but she didn’t shiver.

“The clowns stole your pack,” she said.

“That was my guess,” I said, glum.

“Come on. I know where they’ll have hidden it.”

She started along the beach, and I followed. “Did you have to deal with this, when you joined?”

“No—I was so young it would have been rather cruel to pick on me. You’re getting it worse because you were so obviously well-off. You sound almost as posh as Drystan.”

I’d tried to roughen my speech and not mention much of my past, but I’d also claimed my parents had been luminary merchants.

“Did Drystan have trouble?”

“Oh, he had much worse than this from the old head of the clowns, Linden. But obviously, he persevered, and Linden is no longer here, is he?”

I was silent.

“Some of the other clowns think you’re acting lofty, like you’re so far above us.”

“Do you think that?” I asked.

“No,” she said, considering me. “You seem almost . . . scared of us. Like you’re always weighing what you’re about to say, afraid you’ll get it wrong.”

I didn’t respond right away, and she laughed at me softly.

“There you go, doing it again.”

“I’m often feeling I’m saying the wrong thing. Or that no matter what I say, most people aren’t responding how I’d hoped.”

“Chin up, Micah. Show ’em you’re made of sterner stuff, and it’ll pass. Promise. And once you’re in, you’re in. Everyone in this circus will have your back.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Aenea led me to a crevice in the rock cliffs at the end of the beach. She bent down, her arm disappearing into the darkness. She had a rip in the shoulder of her robe, and it showed a sliver of pale skin.

She brought out my pack, sandy and damp. She threw it and I caught it, clutching the bag to my chest. I could feel the Kedi figurine through the canvas.

“Do . . . do you think they’ve looked at it?” I asked, fearful.

She shrugged a shoulder. “It’s possible. But if it was the clowns, it’ll be Drystan who’ll have gone through it first and decided if there was anything worth sharing with the group.”

That wasn’t particularly reassuring.

“One of the other circus hopefuls a few years ago was very surly. No one liked him at all. Drystan found a pair of his soiled undergarments in his pack and put them up in place of the flag of the big top. He left that night, without his drawers, and no one missed him.”

At least I’d been keeping up with my laundry, but I felt sick.

We stared at the ink-black ocean for several minutes, not speaking, but standing close enough to feel the warmth of each other’s skin.

We trudged through the damp sand back to the circus. I didn’t see my dress or my drawers flying from the top of my tent, so there was that. Back in our cart, Arik was reading a book by candlelight. He’d taught himself to read with Godric Ash-Oak’s work, he’d told me. Evidently, he’d been the one to suggest to Bil that the circus should consider incorporating more theatre, like the pantomime people kept mentioning.

“Ah,” he said, nodding at my pack. “Anything missing?”

“Dunno yet.”

He read while I turned from him and rummaged through it. Everything was there, even my letter.

Eventually, I lay on my pallet, staring at the wooden slats of the ceiling of the cart and wondering whether to stay or go.

—Stay, said the faint voice of the Phantom Damselfly. This is no threat. Only paltry human games. It is safe for now.

The ghostly words were not comforting, but I already knew what waited for me in my old life, and I’d run away from that future. I decided to wait, and work, and see.

All that was certain was, in either life, I’d always be keeping secrets.
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SPRING: PENGLASS

“Some historians claim there’d once been much more land in ancient times, but after some catastrophe, much of it sunk below the waves. For centuries, explorers who set off in their ships never returned. Maybe they found somewhere and decided to stay put, but more than likely, they’d only found the sunken lands by joining them on the ocean floor. The Archipelago makes do with what’s left.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

A few days after destroying my embroidery—much to my mother’s consternation—I knocked on Cyril’s door just before sunset. Our parents had gone to dine with the Elms.

“Let’s go climbing,” I said to Cyril after he let me in. I was already dressed in his old clothes I wore in the Emerald Bowl, with my long hair tucked up under a cap.

“What?” he said, yawning and running a hand through his own dark blond hair.

“We’ve been cooped up all day,” I said. “Why not?”

“Because I’ve another exam,” he said, brown eyes squinting at me.

I waved my hand. “We won’t be back too late. Getting out in the fresh air will help. You always said you wanted to try it. Come on. Live a little.”

“Fine,” he said, as if he was humoring me, but his eyes lit up with the adventure of it. He ducked behind the screen to change, and we snuck down the servant’s staircase. 

It was warm for a spring night. I gestured for Cyril to follow me as I led the way through familiar streets. I hadn’t told him how often I’d slipped out and explored the city at night from above. Climbing made me feel in control. The heights didn’t frighten me. At the top of a building or a church spire, overlooking the city’s stone and glass, my day-to-day troubles felt insignificant. People below were small as ants, and they never glanced up.

I wanted to take Cyril to my favorite climbing spot; a tenement in a nice part of the merchant quarter. The building had suffered structural damage and repairs had so far taken more than a year with no end in sight. No one lived in it currently, even though the tenement was right next to a large Penglass dome. Residences that faced the Penglass were especially dear, as, though the view of the Emerald Park was obscured by the non-translucent glass, on a sunny day the rooms were still bathed in swirling blue light.

I climbed the scaffolding and heard Cyril following. The sun was just setting, tingeing everything the pink and purple of growing dusk.

I stopped and gazed down. Cyril had hesitated at the bottom, but he grasped the metal and followed me, his face determined. I smiled and stopped at the fifth story. The scaffolding perfectly lined up with the top of the dome. I set one foot on the glass.

“Gene, what are you doing? That’s dangerous!” He kept his voice low but urgent.

“I’m being careful,” I said, both feet on the Penglass. “It’s flat enough. I’ve done it before.”

Cyril sucked in a breath. Eventually, he stepped onto the dome, staying low and carefully navigating his way to my side.

We settled in time to watch the sun disappear over the horizon. This was the best view of the city, in my opinion. The Penglass dome crested a hill, and below us was the green island of the Emerald Park, the sooty buildings and the church spires falling away toward the open sea and the sunset. Clouds darkened to grey, like charcoal smudges on a watercolor painting.

The purple of dusk faded to the bright yet dark blue of early night. I sighed, content in the moment.

“Um, Gene?” Cyril asked.

“What is it?” I asked, almost dreamily, staring at the horizon and the rising half-moon.

“Your hands.” His voice was strangled.

I looked down and was so startled I nearly fell off of the structure. Where my hands rested against the dome, the glass glowed.

I snatched my hands away from the surface. The outline of my hands remained, in a white light tinged with blue, purple, and green. It was incandescent as sunlight on a dragonfly’s wing.

The glass beneath Cyril’s hands remained dark. His eyes were wide. He was trying desperately not to show it, but he was afraid, and that made me more frightened, too.

“Has this . . . happened to you before?” he asked.

“Never,” I said, the word too forceful.

“Is it dangerous?”

I tried not to imagine the Penglass exploding beneath us. It felt the same as ever, and I shook my head. “I don’t . . . think so.”

My handprints began to fade, the light dimming back to dark blue, barely glowing under the half-moon.

Cyril trailed his fingers along the surface. Nothing. No light at all.

“Try it again,” he urged. We were both still frightened, but our curiosity was stronger.

My fingertip hovering before I touched the dome. Light radiated from the single point. I glanced at the curtained windows of the tenements, afraid that someone would see.

“It’s beautiful,” Cyril said. “But what does it mean?”

I took my fingertip away.

“I’ve spent more time on Penglass than most people,” I said, trying to rationalize it. “Especially this one. Maybe it’s only grown . . . used to me?”

“Maybe,” Cyril said, but he didn’t seem convinced. Deep down, neither was I. I trailed my fingertip along the smooth expanse again, mesmerized, and a trail of light followed. I made glowing spirals.

“Can I try?” Cyril asked, reaching for my hand.

He held my index finger and wrote MAGIC on the glass, along with a few surrounding stars. I pulled my hand away.

“It’s not magic,” I said.

He shrugged. “Dunno, maybe it’s Alder magic.” His eyes lit up. “Maybe you’ll be the one to figure out how to open the domes. You’d be famous. The girl who solved the eternal mystery of Penglass.”

I laughed, feeling foolish as I knocked on it. It wasn’t as if I truly expected a little door to open and let us in, but when I only heard the dull tap of a fist on glass, there was still a pang of disappointment.

People had so many theories on what might be inside. Most people hoped there’d be more caches of Vestige, but no one knew for sure. What if there were dangers? Or maybe there was nothing at all, and it was mystery better left unsolved.

In a fit of silliness, I wrote GENE’S PENGLASS. NO TRESPASSING. The light of the day was well and truly gone, and my name glowed like a beacon. I swiped my open palm over my message, erasing the words in a swathe of light.

“I’ve never seen something like this,” Cyril said, awed.

“We can’t tell anyone,” I said as the last of the glow faded.

He swallowed, following my logic. I was already too different—this might result in more tests, more scrutiny.

“You don’t think this has anything to do with . . . how you were born, do you?”

“Why would it?” I asked, shrugging. “Like I said, it’ll just be that I’ve spent too much time on this one. That’s all.” I kept my voice firm.

“Right.” We were silent for a time, lost in our own thoughts. I still sensed he was a little afraid of it all.

“Let’s go home,” Cyril said, finally. “Before someone sees us.”

He stood. “Don’t know how I’ll sleep after this. If I fail my exam, I’m blaming you.”

I laughed. “Sure.”

Cyril took a step forward, but he lost his footing on the smooth surface. He half-smiled as he reached for me to steady himself, but that unbalanced him further, and his feet slipped out from under him.

My hand reached out, and I caught the cuff of his coat. Time itself slowed. In those few seconds that seemed to last a lifetime, the coat ripped, and my brother disappeared over the edge of the Penglass dome.

Time snapped back. Without thinking, I followed, hurtling over the edge and sliding down the slope. This one wasn’t as steep as some of the others, but the gradient was still terrifying. I tried to use my palms to slow and control me. My brother scrabbled, gaining speed.

I could only watch in horror as he headed straight towards a tree in the Emerald Park. At the last moment, he managed to throw his weight to the right, but he still hit a branch with a sickening crack before falling to the ground.

I landed on the grass beside him, skidding to a stop before rushing toward my brother’s crumpled form.

“Please don’t be hurt,” I muttered. “Please, please, please.”

“Cyril?” I asked, crouching by his side. “Cyril, are you all right?”

He groaned.

My hands hovered over him, afraid to touch him.

He breathed hard through the obvious pain. “My shoulder—my arm.” Even through his coat, I could see it was bending in a way it shouldn’t. I wanted to be sick.

“Can you walk?” I glanced up at the Penglass, and my anxiety heightened. “Cyril, please,” I said. “I know it hurts, but we have to leave here. Now.”

I helped my brother sit upright. He swallowed down a scream, but when he saw, he understood.

The Penglass was still glowing with long ribbons of light from my hands. Across the park, I saw a few windows opening.

I put Cyril’s good arm around my shoulders and hauled him upright, thankful that I was stronger than I looked. He grunted in pain, but he could stand. We hobbled home as quickly as we could. Cyril sometimes had to pause to catch his breath. His skin was clammy with sweat, but he nodded and we carried on. At one point, he staggered, and I fell against another Penglass dome, my hand splaying on the surface.

It, too, glowed beneath my touch.
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SUMMER: THE BURNING CHALK

“Some claim the Chimaera fell into two distinct camps: those who looked wholly human, the Anthi, and those who seemed part animal: having the pointed canines of a predator, or feathered wings, or scales instead of hair. These they called the Theri. Yet, like the mythical Alder race, nothing remains of them, if they ever truly existed at all.”

THE CHIMAERA MYTH, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

A few days later, I waited in the queue for porridge along with everyone else. There’d been no pranks for three days, and I’d been hoping that the end of my hazing had come. Silly me.

I held out my bowl for food. Fedir, one of the clowns, was helping Cook that morning. He filled my bowl and went to fetch my fried egg. He passed it to me with a smile I didn’t like.

The circus atmosphere was tense that morning. There were rumors that a few nobles from Imachara might be in the audience tonight. If we impressed enough, they might tell others when they returned to the capital, which would bode well for our time there later in the season. I knew Bil had such ambitions that he hoped the Queen-in-Waiting Nicolette Snakewood herself might come to one of our shows one day.

I sat at a table with Aenea and Arik, making sure no one shifted the bench beneath me. Out of the corner of my eye, though, I noticed people were staring but pretending not to.

I sighed. “What have they planned now?” 

Aenea and Arik shrugged, equally mystified. They’d made their disapproval of the hazing known, so they weren’t privy to the plans.

I stuck my spoon into my porridge and froze. My nose flared as I caught a scent so foul I nearly gagged.

Fedir had put something in my breakfast.

I moved the egg out of the way and fished out the remnants of a dead rat. It stank of cooked oats and decay. Bile rose in my throat, but I made sure to give no reaction. Arik’s face fell in dismay, and Aenea’s lips thinned in restrained fury.

I turned my head towards the clowns. Fedir’s eyes were bright with glee, and many of the other clowns hid their sniggers behind their hands. Drystan’s face was carefully neutral. He’d been the one to drag me into that tent, but so far, he’d largely ignored me. Had he searched my pack? Was he calling the shots here, too?

Nina studiously rearranged her scarves. Tym and Karla bent over their porridge bowls, chewing intently. Only Juliet the Leopard Lady blinked at me, her expression sympathetic, but like everyone else, she’d barely spoken to me over the past month.

My eyes stung, but I knew I couldn’t show weakness, or the pranks would worsen. Yet it hurt—that after all this effort, I couldn’t seem to break through to anyone except Aenea and Arik.

I let the rat splash back into my bowl and rose. On my way back to the cook’s tent, I paused long enough to dump the contents in the sand next to Fedir and carried on without a backwards glance.

“Cook,” I said. “I’d like a new bowl. Hold the rat, please.”

The laughter erupted behind me, and Cook snorted. He’d helped me with the animal feed, so I felt betrayed that he’d been in on the joke, too, but I held my chin high.

“Coming right up, boy,” he said, and he gave me a new dish and a generous portion. Back at my seat, I sifted my spoon through the porridge for a long time before I chanced taking a bite. I had no appetite—the image of the poor dead rat was etched in my mind, and the smell of it lingered in my nostrils. I forced myself to finish.

Under the breakfast table, Aenea reached out and put her hand on my knee and squeezed it reassuringly.

“You did well,” she whispered.

I nodded, but I had the sinking feeling it wasn’t the end of it.



• • •

Three days later, I’d just finished warming up for practice. I’d gotten better at tumbling and had managed my first handless cartwheel the day before. My balance had improved, and I’d swung from the trapeze hanging from my knees while wearing a harness and ropes, the blood rushing to my head. My hair dangled towards the ground. It’d grown a bit since I’d chopped it from my waist to my chin. I’d have to cut it again soon. 

I dusted chalk on my hands to stop them slipping, slapping my palms together. Aenea had raised the trapeze a little higher, and I was working towards letting go of the swing, twirling in mid-air without the harness, and landing on the straw tick mats. I had a feeling I’d manage the twirl, but not the landing.

I leapt onto the trapeze and swung, once, twice, three times as I readied myself. On the last big swing, I kicked my legs to drive me forward, but my hands began to itch, and then to burn.

I cried out at the pain and slipped from the trapeze. My legs tangled in the rope, flipping me upside down. I hung there like an undignified puppet before slipping free. I thumped my head on the pallet, hard. I rolled to my knees and rubbed my hands frantically across the pallet.

“Micah! What is it?” Aenea rushed to my side.

“My hands . . .” I managed to gasp.

“Son of a whore,” Arik swore. “Some pox-ridden bastard switched your chalk for itching powder. Come on.”

My eyes were streaming so badly I could barely see. He dragged me out of the tent and to the pump, splashing the water over my burning palms. Other circus members clustered near us. Aenea came running over with the medic’s bag from Bil and Frit’s cart.

The skin of my palms was already blistering.

I caught sight of Fedir and Jive and their now-familiar leers. Drystan and the rest of his troupe were nowhere to be found.

“I should rip out your balls and give them to Violet for an appetizer,” I snarled at them. Part of me was dimly amused at the thought of my mother’s horror if she could hear me being so coarse. The rest was too humiliated and in pain to think.

They raised their hands, feigning innocence, and my anger broke through. I pulled away from Aenea and rushed them, pushing Fedir down into the ground. It took him by surprise, and he landed with a whoosh. I hit him with my elbows, since I couldn’t even use my hands. Fedir got a good punch in, and Jive dragged me off the other clown by my hair.

“What the fuck is going on here?” came Bil’s voice.

The ringmaster had joined the fray, Frit and Drystan at his side. Drystan’s eyes narrowed as he took in Fedir, still sprawled on the ground, and my reddened hands. He threw such a furious look at the other two clowns that I realized that he, at least, had not approved this.

My eyes were still smarting. I spat onto the sand, my spittle stained with blood. The punch had cut the inside of my cheek with my own teeth.

“Someone swapped out Micah’s chalk for itching powder,” Aenea said. “And we all know who’s behind it.”

Bil’s nostrils flared. “Lord and Lady. You may think you’re clever, but that’s more than enough clowning around. I should have shut it down after the business with the rat. I let this go on too long, and that’s on me.”

“Yes, you should have, Bil. Micah’s not going to be able to practice properly for at least a week,” Aenea said, her cheeks pink with fury. Frit crossed her arms in silent agreement.

Bil clearly didn’t like Aenea talking back to him, but luckily for her, he was far angrier at the clowns.

“If anyone pulls a stunt like this again—if you cost me equipment, men, or money, then you’re out on your arse. I don’t give a tinker’s damn who you are or how long you’ve been with us. You’re out with no pay and no reference. I dunno why you’ve got a bee in your britches about Micah, Fedir, but this ends now.” He pressed his cane onto Fedir’s chest, pinning him to the ring.

“Are we crystal clear?” Bil asked, staring Fedir down. “This is your. Last. Godsdamned. Warning.” He punctured each word with a push of the cane.

“Aye, boss,” the clown panted. I managed to smirk through my discomfort.

“Drystan, keep better control of your rabble, for Lord’s sake,” Bil said in disgust, and sauntered off, his cane swinging. “Everyone, back to your tasks.”

Drystan opened his mouth, but I cut him off.

“Why bother bringing me into the circus if you’re letting them treat me like this?” I asked. “If this is your idea of a joke, it’s not funny.”

His mouth closed.

The aerialists led me back to Arik’s cart, where he gently put salve on my hands. The blisters were full of puss. All this emotion welled up in me, and I couldn’t even punch anything.

“I’m sorry,” I said as he bandaged my palms. I sucked in a breath, resisting the urge to snatch my hands away.

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for,” Aenea said, fiercely.

“You didn’t back down,” Arik said. “Fedir’s been owed a kicking for a while now. You did well. It’s done. Things will get easier now you’ve bit back, you’ll see.” He patted my cheek.

Aenea hesitated, then gave me a hug. I wrapped my arms around her, barely resting my bandaged hands against her back.

They went back to practice, leaving me in the darkness of the cart.

—You could have warned me about this, I thought to the Phantom Damselfly. I’d been too afraid to go back to the Pavillion of Phantoms, and part of me had convinced myself she’d never spoken to me at all. Deep down, of course, I knew better.

But my ghost had nothing to say to me.



• • •

Two days later, I could just about manage feeding the animals despite the bandages on my palms. When I went to the cats’ tent, however, I was surprised to see Juliet near the cage. I’d approached quietly enough she hadn’t noticed me yet. She had her hands around the bars of the cage, and Violet was right on the other side. It’d take nothing for the cyrinx to slash Juliet’s skin to ribbons with her claws. Yet Violet first pressed her face against the metal, staring deep into Juliet’s eyes, before rubbing against the bars, purring in a rumble.

Juliet closed her eyes and smiled, reaching into the cage to run her palm along Violet’s dark purple fur. The rosettes on Juliet’s skin made her look like her namesake. Tawny and Pumpkin, the lion and tiger, slept in the corner in a tangle.

I must have made some sort of noise, for Juliet’s head whipped towards me, her hand drawing back.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I said, hefting the bag of sour meat. “I’ve brought their food.”

Juliet’s eyes were a light golden brown. She had darker pigmentation around her eyes and a line below her nose to her upper lip. She smiled, showing her pointier canines.

At the smell of the meat, Tawny and Pumpkin woke, and the big cats eyed the bag—or me—hungrily. Tawny yawned, showing me too many teeth and the cavern of her throat.

“I can feed them, if you like,” Juliet said, her voice lilting with her slight accent. “You’ll ruin your bandages.”

“I’d appreciate that,” I said, cautiously, handing it over. “Thank you.”

Juliet took the sack, her lips pulling away from her teeth as she peeked inside. “Always the worst cuts.” She shook her head.

She fed the cats, tossing the meat so they caught it in their mouths. With Juliet, Violet was well-behaved, waiting her turn instead of trying to swipe the others’ food.

“Surprised you’re not also one of the trainers,” I said. “You’re good with them.”

She shot me a look. “I’d never force an animal to do my bidding. Tym and Karla treat them as well as they can, but none of these creatures should be behind bars. They should be free.”

Violet snarled, as if in agreement.

I bit my lip. Some of the animals seemed content enough with their confinement, but not the big cats. I understood. I’d fled my cage as soon as I’d had the chance, after all, and it’d been far more gilded.

“I’d appreciate if you didn’t mention mine and Violet’s bond,” Juliet said, and I searched her face, trying to read her.

“I won’t,” I said. Violet had finished eating and those yellow eyes pinned me in place. I could have sworn they were too knowing.

“There’s a myth that the cyrinx turns into a person during the Penmoon,” I said, not sure whether I spoke to Juliet, Violet, or both.

Violet blinked at me.

“There are many old stories,” Juliet said. She bent her head, her hair parting enough that I noticed the tips of her ears were a little pointed, too. Like a cat’s. Her markings were mostly symmetrical, a dapple of brown and cream.

The Phantom Damselfly had implied there were other Chimaera within the circus. I hadn’t wanted to believe her. Juliet’s teeth and ears could be surgical alterations. But in that moment, I wondered.

Juliet shook her head at me, warning me against any further questions.

“I can finish here,” she said. “Why don’t you start on the otters?”

I bit my lip. “Sure. Thanks for the help. See you later, Juliet.” I paused. “And you, Violet.”

Violet’s mouth opened in a silent snarl. I felt their eyes on my back as I left.

In the other tent, I watched the otters wrestle and chase each other about as I emptied the water of their pool. It was far easier than filling it, for I only had to connect a pipe that led the fetid water far enough away from the circus and out to sea. I’d have to fill it bucket by bucket, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

The otters had grown used to my presence, and Needle had taken a particular liking to me, sniffing my hand and letting me stroke his smooth, wet back.

I heard a cane tapping on stone. Bil smiled down at me from behind his moustache, leaning hard on his cane. Needle darted back to his fellows at the ringmaster’s approach.

“How’s yer hands, boy?” he asked.

I held them up. The bandages were grey—they needed changing. “Well enough, sir,” I said. The blisters were already almost gone.

“Good, that’s good. You’ll be right as rain in no time,” he said, swinging his cane idly. He was never without it, and he kept the teak polished to a high shine. This was the first time I’d been close enough to notice the handle was carved into the head of a ram, details of the face and horns etched in silver and the eyes made of rubies. Bil smelled strongly of aftershave that didn’t fully hide the undercurrent of alcohol, despite the early hour. His shirt was damp with sweat, his face shiny.

“I was a bit worried you might call it a day after what happened, just when Arik and Aenea have been singing yer praises.”

My palms itched beneath the bandages, but I glowed, hearing the aerialists had spoken well of me. “I thought about it, Mr. Ragona,” I admitted. “It’s not been easy. But I’m hoping you and the others can see I’m no quitter. Sir.” I kept my voice polite but met his eyes boldly.

Another twitch of the moustache. “Aye. I know the hazing ain’t easy, and it shouldn’t have come to that. But a life in the circus ain’t easy, neither. You’ve proved your mettle. Got a bit of a spark to you.”

I wanted to ask if it would have ended earlier if I’d punched Fedir sooner, but I had an inkling I wouldn’t like the answer.

“Thank you, Mr. Ragona.”

He swung the cane again, staring at the otters, then at me. I worried he’d ask me about where I came from or try to trick me into revealing more than I should, but he didn’t seem bothered about my past.

“Keep up the hard work, my boy. It’s not going unnoticed.” He gave me a last nod and ambled away, whistling, his cane swinging.

I stared at the empty pool, feeling like I’d just been given a test and passed. But I bent my head and got back to work, for the buckets I hauled from the water pump grew no lighter with his praise.
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SPRING: DEBUTANTE

“In the time before, all was Darkness and there was nothing. The Sun and the Moon were separated from this darkness by a river of blackness that no light could penetrate. But one day, the Lady of the Moon was so sad and lonely that she began to cry. Each tear tumbled from her lovely face and became a shining star. The stars fell into the River of the Dead and one made its way to the Lord of the Sun, whose flames had dimmed in loneliness.

He cupped the star in his hand and walked upstream of the river, until he came to a spot where it was short enough to cross. There, he found the weeping Lady of the Moon. As soon as they saw each other, their light reflected off one another. The Sun’s flames burst into radiance, and his light lit the Moon. The forgotten tears scattered into the sky, only seen at night. And the Lord of the Sun and the Lady of the Moon began a dance that has lasted for millennia. Their light drove away most of the darkness of the river, even though death still takes its toll their dance continues.”

THE LOVE OF THE SUN AND THE MOON, HESTIA’S FABLES

After Doctor Walnut left our apartments at ten that evening, my mother grabbed my upper arm and frog-marched me to my room.

“What happened?” my mother demanded. Cyril had simply said he’d fallen, and she hadn’t pressed him for any more details in front of the doctor. They’d both known, of course, that it was falling from a higher height than a bed.

Father was already asleep, citing his need to be in court early the next morning. Illness and injury had always made him squeamish.

“I—I don’t know,” I stammered. I’d wanted to cry, seeing Cyril there in his bed, his arm wrapped in plaster, his hair matted, and his eyes glazed from the laudanum Doctor Walnut had given him.

“Though I know you may feel differently, Iphigenia, I am not completely without my senses.” I knew her anger was covering her worry for Cyril, but I still flinched.

“I know you’re not, Mother.” I’d have to tell her something, so I modified the truth. “We went for a walk in the Emerald Park. I convinced Cyril to climb a tree with me to watch the sunset. He lost his grip and fell.”

“Climbing trees in the Emerald Park, where anyone could see?” My mother shook her head. “Iphigenia, the time is long past for all of this to stop. Just as Cyril must accept his future responsibilities, so must you.” Her gloved hands worried with the beads of her long necklace.

“Haven’t I?” I asked. “I do as you ask.” More or less, I added silently.

She shook her head. “I’ve been far too lenient with you.”

I braided a section of my hair, concentrating on the weaving of the strands so that I didn’t have to look at her.

“Iphigenia,” my mother said. “I know you enjoy none of it, but you must accept a woman’s responsibilities.”

“Am I a woman?” I asked her, pausing my plaiting to glance at her.

Mother cleared her throat. “With the name Laurus comes a future of privilege, and you’ll be presented to society next week as a young woman of consequence. You might be happier if you try a little harder.” Her voice was softer than I expected, but the words cut to the quick.

“I’ll try, Mother,” was all I could say in response.

“Good. Good. It’ll be better, Iphigenia. You’ll see.” She took my hand and squeezed. Her hands were cold through the gloves.

“Will Cyril be all right?” I asked.

“The doctor says he’ll make a full recovery.”

I wilted in relief.

“I must head to bed,” my mother said, brisk. “I promised to visit Lady Candlewood tomorrow morning. She’s just returned from her lecture tour around Southern Temne and she wishes to catch up.

“Go to sleep, Iphigenia,” my mother instructed. “We’ll discuss this more tomorrow.”

I nodded, my heart sinking as she swept from the room without another word.

I wept myself to sleep.



• • •

“Miss?” 

I had been sitting at my vanity for close to half an hour late the following morning, trying and failing to get ready. I raised my face from my hands. Gale, our butler, hovered in the open doorway of my room. It was the following morning, and I’d barely slept a wink, and my eyes were dry and gritty.

“Yes, Gale?”

“Cyril has asked for you.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

He hesitated, as if to ask how I was or offer words of comfort, but in the end, he bowed and left. We both sadly knew better than to bridge that gap between us of servant and noble.

I went to Cyril’s room. My brother clutched a newspaper to his chest with his uninjured arm. Gale must have brought it for him.

“What is it, Cyril?” I asked, my hands clenching into fists.

Wordlessly, he passed me the paper. It was the less-than-reputable Sicion Searcher. The front page had a printed image of a Penglass dome with two streaks of light. Another, smaller photograph showed the glowing outline of a hand. How had this gone to print so quickly? Had Mother seen this yet?

The article stated that a strange light from the Penglass had awoken the inhabitants of the tenement on the corner of Emerald and Silver Streets. They saw the light for a few minutes before it mysteriously disappeared. An inhabitant of the tenement was a photographer and had managed to line up his camera obscura for the shot just before the light vanished. The constables had been alerted and scientists had already conducted tests on the dome early this morning to ensure it was safe. The Constabulary had no official theories yet, but the Sicion Searcher had plenty. They claimed the Penglass was an Alder vessel and had awoken to travel back to the stars. The Penglass around the city had finally grown unstable with time and could explode at any moment. The person or monster that had left the handprint and the streaks of light had set in motion events beyond the average citizen’s control.

“Shit,” I swore, crumpling the newspaper in my lap.

“They don’t seem to have any actual leads,” he said, his voice thick with laudanum. “They’re only printing what they think will sell the most papers.”

“I think Mother will suspect, if she sees this. I already told her we were in the Emerald Park.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“Well, I didn’t bloody well know it’d be in the papers, now did I?”

“Keep your voice down,” Cyril said.

My eyes darted toward the door. “What do we do?”

Cyril shrugged with his good shoulder and then winced in pain. “I don’t know. Try not to draw attention to ourselves. Hope Mother doesn’t see this. And you probably shouldn’t touch any more Penglass.”

“I know,” I said, but my heart sank. Creating those trailing swirls of light had been frightening, but it had also felt almost right. 

Cyril’s features twisted in pain again. “Do you need more medicine?” I asked.

He nodded. “Doctor Walnut said I could have another dose if it still hurt.”

I measured out a small spoonful of laudanum. Cyril grimaced as he drank it, despite the honey in its mixture. Soon his face relaxed. I sat with him, holding his uninjured hand, until he fell asleep.

I burned the newspaper in the fireplace.



• • •

The Beach Ballroom was on the far end of Sicion, near where some of the richest members of nobility had houses that overlooked the sea. I peeked through the curtains at the top of the stairs. The main room of the Beach Ballroom was octagonal in shape, built on stilts to keep it above the tides and near an outcropping of Penglass. The thick, diamond-paned window showed the ocean in full sunset, the stars beginning to emerge. A massive chandelier made of tiny glass globes hung suspended from the ceiling, each orb colored with an element to make it shine in blue, pink, purple, or a dark orange to mirror the sunset.

I leaned back, fiddling with the ringlets of my hair as I chewed the inside of my cheek. I’d tried to convince my maid Lia I was sick and couldn’t go, but she’d ignored my dramatics. My dress had simple lines and pink satin ribbons about the waist, the high neckline, and the hem of the skirt. Mother had chosen better than I expected. Lia had braided my hair into a crown and woven baby’s breath and miniature roses into it. She’d been with me since I was a babe and was paid handsomely to keep my secret.

Anna Yew smoothed her dress. She looked tempting as a cupcake. All eyes would slide past me and land on her and stay, and that was fine by me. Anna fixed a strand of my hair before squeezing my shoulders.

“We can do this,” she said, and her assurance helped chase away some of my nerves.

The music started. The murmur of the guests downstairs in the ballroom floated up to us: hundreds of lords and ladies and their eligible sons, waiting just for us.

The girls left the hallway one by one, their names called as they floated down the staircase to the music.

“Miss Darla Hornbeam.” Applause sounded as Darla entered the ballroom in her light golden dress.

“Miss Winifred Poplar.”

“Miss Tara Cypress.”

Name after name, pale dress after pale dress descended, until Anna and I reached the front of the queue. I half-expected the butterflies in my stomach to escape and start flapping about the room. Anna gripped my hand, her palm clammy.

“Miss Anna Yew.”

Anna sent me a smile over her shoulder as she let go of my hand. She gathered her light blue skirts, and I watched the back of her head as she glided down the stairs.

“Miss Iphigenia Laurus.”

I straightened my shoulders and stepped into the bright light of the ballroom, sweeping down the wide, marble stairs. I imagined myself tripping and tumbling head over heels down the stairs, landing in an ungraceful heap of chiffon, ribbon, and lace. My smile widened. My mother’s face would be something if that happened.

The lights of the golden glass globes blinded me from the upturned faces of the nobility below me. I reached the bottom of the stairs without mishap, and the matrons of each of the Twelve Trees of Nobility waited for me at the bottom. Their kisses were as light as dried leaves whispering across my forehead.

The girls gathered in an outward-facing circle toward the guests ringing the Beach Ballroom. In unison, we curtsied, and the nobility applauded. The glass globes brightened, and the ball began.

Immediately, I gravitated toward the wall out of the way. The wooden floor was polished to a glistening shine, though it still showed evidence of many people dancing over the boards during countless balls. Revelers already lounged against the smooth blue Penglass that dotted the edges of the dance floor like pixies visiting fairy rings. A buffet of delicacies lined one wall, and musicians in the opposite corner played classical music.

Anna Yew was already flanked by Evan Redwood and Anthony Cedar. She laughed at something Anthony said, the diamonds in her ears flashing in the light, drawing attention to the column of her throat. I wondered if someone had taught her how to enchant men or if it was something instinctual I had been born without.

Winifred Poplar and Tara Cypress were flirting with Cyril, and my brother smiled down at them. His arm was still in its sling, one sleeve of his jacket hanging empty at his side. Anna had told me Cyril was considered a good catch; here was my proof. Cyril politely extricated himself when he spied Elizabeth Rowan, a young lady I knew he was sweet on. He bowed low over Elizabeth’s hand and led her to the buffet table, fetching her a glass of wine. I found myself smiling.

Oswin sidled up next to me with a plate piled high with food.

“Heya, Genie,” he said, mid-chew. At my look, he corrected himself: “Lady Gene, I mean. You hungry?”

“Hi, Oswin,” I replied, eyeing the food. “Absolutely starved.”

I stabbed a cheese-stuffed olive from his platter with a toothpick and ate it, enjoying the saltiness of the olives and sharpness of the cheese. We made short work of the plate, using the toothpicks to skewer the small delicacies—salmon in pastry, roasted and pickled vegetables, deviled eggs. When we finished, a servant immediately spirited the plate away. I felt more grounded with food in me, though my corset felt tighter. The music rose with the next song, and people partnered on the dance floor.

“Look at Bart,” Oswin said, pointing at Bartholomew Fir, a spoiled boy I’d never liked. Bart missed every other step, swaying from side to side. His partner, Darla Hornbeam, was distinctly unamused. I giggled behind my gloved hand.

“I think we could do better than that, at least.” Oswin bowed elaborately and held out his hand. “I suppose I should do this properly: would Lady Iphigenia Laurus of the Tree of Laurus care for a short dance with the Lord Oswin Hawthorne?” he asked, in a voice uncannily like Rojer Cyprus’s plummy tones.

“I would be most delighted, Lord Hawthorne,” I said, inclining my head. He hesitated before putting his hand on my waist.

Both of us had received copious lessons from our tutors over the past few years, and so we knew the steps well enough. We twirled when we were supposed to and our feet followed the patterns, but our arms and legs were stiff and nervous. Oswin kept pulling faces to lighten the mood. I tried to stay serious, but I soon found myself laughing. Our movements loosened, and my skirt swirled like a bell behind me.

Oswin and I danced for four songs in a row before the music paused. Oswin and I smiled at each other, breathless. Across the ballroom, my mother had drifted over to Lady Hawthorne, and Oswin and I both wilted at our mothers’ obvious delight.

Lady Hornbeam tinged a glass with a fork, drawing the attention of the ballroom. We clustered around her as she told the familiar story of how the Sun fell in love with the Moon and their dance has continued for centuries.

“Tonight,” she said, “I hope some of you might begin a dance that will last a lifetime.”

Polite applause erupted about the ballroom. I’d always found that story quite sad. No matter how deeply they loved each other, the Lord of the Sun and Lady of the Moon were forever a world apart.

Oswin and I went outside to the balcony, drinking more cool wine and staring out at the ink-black sea.

“You know,” Oswin said, “this ball ended up being loads more fun than I thought it’d be.”

“I tried to pretend to be sick and get out of coming,” I admitted. “But I’m glad I did.”

“So,” he began. “Are we doing this?”

“Doing what?” I asked. We’d kissed in the forest, but he hadn’t made many overtures since, so I still wasn’t sure whether he had any real interest in courting me.

“Gene.”

“Oswin.” My heartrate quickened at his seriousness.

Taking in his open face, I tried to imagine fitting into this life with Oswin as my companion.

“You could do a lot better than me,” I said.

“Could say the same.” He made a self-deprecating face.

I tried not to scoff. If this fell through, I wasn’t sure I’d ever find someone. I should be jumping at the chance. For a moment, I wondered if I should tell him, out there on the terrace where no one might overhear, so he could make his own decision with all the information. Yet I’d been told, over and over again, that it was something no one could know. My mother’s words echoed in my skull, stilling my tongue.

Beyond that, some deeper part of me held back. Oswin was nice, and I’d liked kissing him. We were well-suited, but I didn’t feel that spark. That need.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I’m grand,” I said, putting on a smile and taking Oswin by the hand. “Come on. Let our mothers do the scheming. Tonight, let’s dance.”
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SUMMER: THE GOLDEN-HAIRED MONKEY

“Two centuries ago, you couldn’t stick a spade in the ground without overturning a bit of Vestige—a square key, an arrow that always finds its mark, a light that never goes out. But when was the last time a truly extraordinary artefact was recovered? Increasingly, with each passing year, keys never find the lock they were meant to open, the seemingly enchanted arrow begins to miss, a glass globe light dims. One day, there will be no more working Vestige, and Elada and its former colonies will be the poorer for it.”

VESTIGE, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

Once the hazing ended, the nightly bonfires became one of my favorite parts of the circus.

The pent-up emotions needed somewhere to go after every show. There was always laughter, more food, and a drink or two to unwind. Some nights were wilder than others, with the Kymri tumblers and some of the workers playing their penny whistles, guitars, and little hand drums. Workers and performers crossed their usual divide: Wicket might dance with Juliet the Leopard Lady one night, or Rag might fetch Bethany some ale.

I still mainly spoke to Aenea and Arik, but the others had started to include me. One night, I was sitting next to Frit, who was comfortable with companionable silence. Drystan sat on her other side. I was on my third mug of beer, which was more than I usually drank. My limbs felt loose. On the other side of the bonfire, I could just hear the waves of the ocean. 

The ringmaster had gone into town on business that afternoon and came back absolutely stinking of booze. Even sozzled, he managed to put on a good show. At the bonfire, he showed no signs of slowing down. He spilled one of his mugs and laughed as if it were the funniest thing in the world. Eventually, he stumbled over to Frit and collapsed on the sand, leaning against the log. I clutched my mug a little tighter.

“Ah! Keep meaning to tell you, love. Bought somethin’ today,” he said to his wife, rummaging in his pockets. “See here.”

He fumbled a little longer before taking out a Vestige figurine of a golden-haired monkey. It had an inquisitive expression, and its fur seemed to ruffle in the wind, even though it was metallic. It was a lovely little thing.

“We need coins in the safe, not Vestige,” she admonished. I had the sense she’d had this conversation before, and more than once.

“Looks a little like you, Drystan, don’t it?” Bil waved the monkey at him. “Same color hair. Wanna see how it works?”

“Sure, Bil,” Drystan said, easily, shifting his body.

“Now,” the ringmaster said, slurringly serious. “I can only show ye for a minute. Not much power left—got a good bargain for it ’cause of that.”

Frit’s mouth tightened.

He pressed a small lever on the monkey’s back. The monkey shook its head and stood on bandy legs. It twisted and peered at Bil’s face. With jerky movements, the small primate climbed up his arm to his shoulder, cocking its head at us. Bil chuckled and reached up and plucked the little animal from his perch, holding it in his open palm. He pushed the lever again, and the monkey returned to its original pose.

“There, see? Ain’t it amazing?”

“It’s sure something,” Frit said.

“Oh, don’t be cross, my sweet,” Bil said. He passed the figurine to her, closing both his hands over hers. “Store it in the safe for a year without using it much and sell it next season for a tidy profit. Sound investment.”

“Mm,” she said, noncommittally, tucking it away in her bag. A few of the other circus folk had caught sight of it, and I sensed similar disapproval.

She stood and went back to their cart. Bil sighed, drawing himself upright and holding his arms out as the world around him steadied.

“Frit,” he called. “Hold on, Frit.” He stumbled after her. Her body was tight, shoulders hunched.

“What’s that about?” I asked Drystan.

“I have a sneaking suspicion when it comes time for our next wage packets, the safe will come up short,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “They’ll be having a right row about it. Things were always tight, but Bil always managed to pay us enough until the last two seasons. He promised us fat bonuses in Imachara last year, just as he has this year, but there was nothing to show for it when the season closed. He’s slipping, and we can all see it.”

My stomach tightened. “So, what happens next?”

“If he keeps breaking his promises, he might have some trouble on his hands, especially when we’re in Imachara. Riley and Batheo are always looking for good folk, and new shows crop up all the time.”

I bit my lip. I needed the coin so I could run if I had to.

Drystan took a pack of cards from his pocket and began shuffling them, as if keen for something to do with his hands. He was able to properly bridge them, and the cards flew between his palms.

This was the most Drystan had said to me since the night I’d joined the circus. The white clown continued to perplex me. After the incident with the burning chalk, he’d started speaking to me a little more, but it was usually a cryptic jest or pulling more strange expressions. He’d skip away and I’d puzzle over the interaction.

I still feared this was some sort of game, but the hazing had stopped when I’d fought back. Perhaps if I kept him in conversation longer, I could break through here, too.

“Tell me a joke,” I said without preamble.

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Asking me to perform off-duty? It’ll cost you.”

“What’s the fee?”

He shuffled again, clacking the cards together even louder. “You’ll have to answer one question about yourself, and you’ll have to answer truly.”

“All right,” I said easily, though I’d no qualms with lying to him if I had to. The fire spat a few more sparks into the sky.

“I’ll share one I’ve been banned from telling during the show.” He set down the cards. “Novices of the Order of the Sun Lord and Lady of the Moon must prove that they are beyond temptation before they are fully accepted into the monasteries.”

He paused, and I raised my eyebrows, encouraging him to continue.

“Ten novices aiming to serve the Sun Lord are commanded to stand in a line in the courtyard, strip their robes, and tie bells around their manly bits.”

I kept my expression blank. “Right.”

“A beautiful woman comes into the courtyard and dances in front of each novice in turn. She is glorious, naked as the day she was born, with eyes of emeralds, hair like sunshine on a winter’s morning, and all that poetic balderdash.”

I caught his sideways glance at my burning cheeks, which only made me blush harder.

“She dances past the first novice, as finely as Sal and Charlotte, I’m sure. The bell is silent. She dances for the second novice, and the next, and the next. All the bells are quiet. Finally, she dances in front of the last one, and his bell jingles merrily. So merrily, in fact, that it falls off his tackle. He bends down to pick it up, and suddenly all the other bells start ringing.” His blue eyes glinted with mirth.

My brows drew down as I tried to puzzle it out. “They liked the sight of him bent over?”

Drystan stared at me in open astonishment and laughed uproariously, slapping his knees. “Oh, my, but you have been sheltered.” He shook his head, still chuckling. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to explain a joke to someone.”

“Or maybe it wasn’t that funny,” I said, to cover up my embarrassment. My face must have been the color of a beet.

He shot me an affronted look.

“So . . . they preferred the company of men?” I asked, cautiously. Cyril had been the one to tell me how children were made when I’d asked him years ago. My brother had kept it short and rather clinical, and we’d both blushed the whole time. He’d hinted at this, too, but likewise hadn’t lingered on it. “Does that happen often? Liking someone of the same sex?”

He arched an eyebrow. “More often than you’d think. Men and men, women and women. Or plenty sample both dishes.”

I held my breath. I had my sweet spot for Aenea. I’d already been wondering whether I liked her as a girl or as a boy, or whether it mattered at all.

“Sal and Charlotte?” I offered, tentatively.

He nodded. “For all their flirting with men, they’re besotted with each other, aye. Arik prefers the company of men. His ‘friend’ he rents his room from in Sicion? It has one bedroom. The circus collects outsiders like the flame tempts moths.”

I shivered. I’d thought something very similar the first night I’d stepped under the big top. “Like who?”

“Well, there’s me, of course.”

I blinked, taking that in. “Oh.”

Drystan was looking at me so intently I turned my head towards the waves, even if I couldn’t see them past the firelight.

“What does the Aphelion have to say on it?” I asked, as though I hadn’t been made to study the holy text every seventh day of my childhood.

“Why, I’m sure you’re aware they’re completely silent on the subject. Some say that means that the Lord and the Lady consider it so terrible that no one dares speak of it.”

“Mm,” I said. High society seemed to take that approach. Only men and women married in the cathedrals, after all.

“Others feel that means that it’s a non-issue and that the Lord and Lady don’t give a flying fig as long as those who love each other come together to be complete and to worship them. In ancient Alder, there were no distinctive pronouns for gender, as if there were no difference. I think that in itself speaks volumes.”

I opened my mouth to mention the Kedi, but I lost my nerve. “What’s your question then?” I asked instead.

Drystan leaned back, languid as a cat. He stared at me, calculating. Around the others, he’d mildly toned down his accent and vocabulary, but he wasn’t bothering with me. Even that seemed a dare. Ask me about my past, he was challenging. Ask me whether we started out in similar places.

“Who do you miss the most, from your old life?” he asked, finally.

“My brother,” I said, relieved at not having to lie.

He nodded, as if I’d confirmed something anyway. “I miss my siblings as well. A brother and a sister.”

His candidness surprised me. He picked up the cards and shuffled them again. We sat in silence, gazing at the fire.

“Can I ask you another question?” My words were hesitant.

“You just did.” At my eyeroll, he relented. “In return you’ll have to answer one more.”

“I’ll agree to those terms. Did you search my pack the night the other clowns took it?”

Drystan’s expression was unreadable. “One might have pretended to look through it, to placate one’s peers. And before you ask and waste another question: no. I had nothing to do with the itching powder. Fedir, Rian, Iano, and Jive all got the sharp side of my tongue for it. They’ve been behaving recently, right?”

“Yes, more or less. Is that your question?”

He chuckled. “Fair play. No, it’s not.” He tapped his lip. “So very many things I could ask.”

I waited, growing tense.

“What’s your biggest fear?” he asked, finally.

Again, not what I expected. I considered. “Not being accepted or loved for what—who I am.”

Drystan caught the slip, but didn’t comment. “Lonely, are you, Micah?”

“That’s another question, so I’ll answer with one. Aren’t most people?”

“Hmm.” He got up, holding out his hand for my empty mug. He came back to give me my drink but wandered off to speak to some of the other circus folk. I drank the fourth beer too quickly, and then a fifth, wondering if it could chase away emotions I couldn’t name. Eventually, I tottered back to the cart, everything spinning around me. I wasn’t sure why Bil chased this feeling.

Still, I knew that the conversation had been important, and I suspected Drystan would become less guarded around me, shedding his persona of the odd, mystic fool and showing more of the human beneath. He’d captured my curiosity. What family was he from, and how had he ended up here in the circus like me?

I knew if I looked at him through lowered lashes and caught him watching me, I’d feel a little thrill.
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SPRING: THE CRACKED TEACUP

“Once upon a time, a wolf who turned into a young woman on the night of the full moon fell in love with a human man. She wished and wished that they could be together, and she wished so hard that the Lady of the Moon herself let three stars fall from the sky and onto the wolf’s fur. Even though the moon was little more than a sickle in the sky, the wolf transformed. The Lady cautioned that she must leave her beastly nature behind and remain a woman, and the former wolf girl promised. The Lady gave her a diamond to wear around her neck on a silver chain.

The woman who was once a wolf and her love married beneath the light of the full Penmoon, her former pack watching from between the trees with golden eyes.

Their marriage was a happy one, until one night a man crept into their home. The robber nearly killed her husband and grabbed the diamond from her neck. She turned back into a wolf and fell upon him like the beast that she was. Her husband survived, and though he was grateful that she’d saved him, he was terrified and rejected her. The wolf escaped into the forest and rejoined her pack, leaving humanity behind. Perhaps as much as one wishes, one cannot escape one’s nature.”

“THE MAN AND THE JEWELED WOLF,” HESTIA’S FABLES

A few nights after the debutante ball, I woke up ravenous. I felt as though I’d been hungry for months. Over the last year or so, every morsel of food seemed to go toward helping me grow taller rather than fuller. I crept downstairs to the pantry and made myself a sandwich from leftover roast from dinner and had a bowl of spiced plums and cream. Stomach sated, I brewed a cup of mint tea to take back to my room.

I was nearly to the servants’ staircase when I heard sounds from the parlor. I recognized my parents’ voices, raised in anger. Why were they up so late? I caught my name, paused, and pressed my ear to the crack in the door.

“Of course, this is what must be done if she’s to have any hope of marriage,” Mother said, her voice firm. “The Hawthornes are a serious proposition. Better than we could have hoped.”

I sucked in a ragged breath.

“None of the other doctors suggested such a radical course,” Father said.

“The Hawthornes won’t wait forever. As time passes, she only grows more masculine.”

Her words felt like a punch to the gut.

“And is that the worst thing?” Father said. “Perhaps we are being too hasty in marrying her off to the first family to make an offer, even with their good standing. Or perhaps they will be a good match without all this, and it isn’t the barrier you fear it is. You’re so quick to see the worst in everything or everyone, Matilda.”

I didn’t think I’d ever heard my father speak so many words in one go. He said so little at home; I’d always felt he saved up all his words for the courthouse. My heart rose to hear him defend me, but it was also still breaking.

My mother made a derisive noise. “And if I’m right, we do accept their suit, and they reject her after marriage . . . if her secret is discovered . . . it’s social ruin for her and for us.”

“We should consult with Doctor Pinecrest. This is a big decision to make without him.”

I frowned. I’d been paraded before so many doctors, but no one by the name of Pinecrest.

“I must remind you it was your decision to take her in the first place,” Mother said. Her dress swished as she paced the room. “All because the good doctor came into your office and asked.”

My teacup fell to the plush carpet, bounced, and the mint tea bled over the Arrasian hall rug.

Father sighed. If I understood what she was implying, then he hadn’t sired me, and my mother hadn’t actually borne me. Did that mean Cyril wasn’t my brother?

“You could not have a second child. You were elated until you discovered her . . . condition.”

I clutched my hands to my chest, my eyes burning.

“And you were mighty grateful for the money he threw at you,” Mother said, her cultured accent roughening around the edges.

“As I recall, the money is what swayed you. An extra title, the possibility of an estate in the Emerald Bowl.”

I couldn’t even blink.

“I am grateful for the money. And I’m grateful for Iphigenia. You know that. But I’m not grateful that as soon as we discovered what she was, Doctor Pinecrest stopped answering our letters and went abroad for most of her childhood. Yes, it is a condition. A condition that now has a cure.”

“Surgery is not without its risks.”

Surgery? My vision swam and I slumped against the wood paneling. Hot tears slid down my cheek, and I wiped them away with the back of my hand.

“Doctor Birch says it’s safe enough. Scarring would be minimal, and while there is a risk she might not enjoy the marital bed as much as another woman . . .” She coughed, embarrassed to bring up such an indelicate subject. “At least it’d give her the chance of a marital bed at all. Combined with medicine, she’ll be more feminine. Then, even if Iphigenia can’t bear an heir, at least the Hawthornes won’t know we were aware of that when we accepted the suit. Oswin is in line to inherit, after all.”

My breath caught. I hadn’t even considered that part of it. The Hawthornes would have grounds for annulment if I was infertile, and it’d be beyond a scandal if anyone found out.

“I don’t know,” Father said. “Iphigenia is different to most, but what if the Couple made her that way? Who are we to interfere? We should at least write to the doctor first.”

My mother sighed. “He’s shown no interest in her in seventeen years. Why would he now? You don’t have to like it, Stuart, but you must realize it’s the best thing for her. A marriage to a fine family, and to a boy she gets on with.”

He harrumphed. “And if she doesn’t agree to it? Our daughter is strong-willed.”

She was silent, perhaps realizing for the first time that I would never consent. “We don’t necessarily need to tell her in advance,” she said, finally.

“Ask forgiveness versus permission?” His voice was flat with shock. “You can’t be serious.”

“You want what’s best for her, don’t you?” the woman I’d thought my mother asked, her voice becoming sly and wheedling, and my body went cold as ice. “If we’re going to do this, we have to do it quickly, before the Hawthornes have a chance to change their minds.”

Father might be defending me now, but that didn’t mean he would actually stand up to her. He could argue anything in the court of law, but with enough effort, the woman who raised me could get her husband to agree to anything.

I sobbed, once, and slapped a hand over my mouth. Their voices continued, but I darted up the stairs to my brother’s room, leaving the cracked teacup on the floor.



• • •

“Cyril!” I said, shaking him awake.

“Hnngh,” he groaned, turning over.

“Cyril.” His name came out in a muffled moan.

He sat up, rubbing his cheek, but when he saw my tear-streaked face, he was wide awake. “Gene? What’s the matter?”

“I . . . I . . . I have to run away. Tonight. Now. Right now.” I sat on the bed and wrapped my arms around my legs, and I was crying ugly sobs, as cracked as that teacup, unable to hold anything back. 

“Gene,” he said, gripping my shoulders. “Gene, look at me.” I did, and the concern in his eyes undid me all over again. He drew me towards him with his good arm. “What are you talking about?”

I took a deep breath, focused, and tried to draw the tattered edges of myself together. “I heard Mother and Father arguing. Cyril, they’re not my parents. A doctor gave me to them when I was a baby. He also gave them money. A lot of it. You’re . . . you’re not my brother by blood.” My voice cracked. “Did you know?”

“What? No!” He blinked. “Are you sure?”

“Cyril, we need only glance in the mirror.” I’d always known Cyril and I didn’t look particularly alike. He had Mother’s coloring with her blonde hair and light blue eyes, but Father’s more muscular build. I didn’t resemble either parent. Mother had said I took after her cousin, and I’d gone and swallowed the lie.

“I’m still your brother,” Cyril said, pulling me to him with his good arm. I buried my head into his shoulder. “I’ll always be your brother.”

“It gets worse,” I whispered into his neck. “They were arguing about the doctor I went to see the other day. Evidently Doctor Birch thinks he knows how to . . . fix me.”

“‘Fix you’?” Cyril echoed.

“They want to operate so I’m more . . . marriageable.” I could barely get the words out. My cheeks burned, and I clenched my knees together.

Cyril winced and hugged me closer. He breathed a shaky sigh. “It’s not a reason to leave. They wouldn’t force you.”

“They might, though. Mother’s like a dog with a bone. She said they needed to act quickly, and they know I’d never actually consent to it.” I could just picture it. She’d pat me on the cheek, convinced that this was best for her and my future. Then before I knew it, I’d wake up with half a bottle of laudanum poured down my throat, the deed already done. How soon? Tomorrow?

Gently, Cyril pushed me away, left the bed, and rummaged one-handed through the drawers of the masculine desk of laurel wood our parents had bought him last year for his studies. Had they used the money the doctor had given them?

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Cyril took out a small, clinking bag. “Pocket money from the past six months. I was saving up to get Elizabeth Rowan a locket as a courting gift. Here.” He slid it into one of his older woolen jackets.

“Cyril, you don’t have to . . . I have a little money.”

“Gene, you have no concept of money in the outside world. Our pocket change combined will only last you a month or two at most, and we’re lucky we have that.”

Dread grew within me. “Cyril, what am I going to do? Where am I going to go?” My voice wavered.

His shoulders slumped. “I have no idea. Find yourself a job in a shop or similar, I suppose. Stay put until I’m done with studying and married. I’ll have full access to my accounts and be able to look after you then.”

“That’s years away, Cyril.”

“I know.” He rubbed his face.

“It’s the Hawthornes who made the offer,” I said. “Would Oswin accept what I am?”

He paused long enough for my heart to sink. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

I nodded. “Even if he did, it’s not as though our world would let me be anything but a lady in skirts.” There might be ways to sneak about the edges, but it wouldn’t be easy. And if Oswin did need an heir, and I couldn’t bear one, it wouldn’t be fair to him for that reason, either.

Cyril’s voice was soft. “It would be easier, to stay.”

“No,” I said, my voice tight. “It wouldn’t. I thought I could pretend. I thought I could find my place here. But I think it might kill me, bit by bit.”

Cyril’s eyes searched my face, realizing how serious I was. “Can’t we wait a few days, at least? Come up with a better plan?”

I shook my head. “I can’t face going down to the breakfast table tomorrow and pretending I didn’t hear what I did. Tomorrow might be too late. She’d do anything to secure our family’s place in society. Even this. We both know it.”

Cyril hissed in a shocked breath, but he didn’t correct me.

I glanced out of the window to the lights of Sicion. “I’d rather make my own way than have it decided for me.”

I’d been conflicted about what I was, but I realized it was mostly because of all the pressure and expectations that came with it. If I’d truly felt like a woman and found the more masculine parts of me distressing, then that might have been one thing. But I didn’t. I knew my mind and my soul were between and I liked that my body was, too, despite my mother’s constant insistence I shouldn’t. I didn’t personally want to change it, any more than I wanted to live my life in an endless parade of skirts, tea parties, and balls.

Finally, he nodded. “All right, then. Go get what you need. Be quick about it.”

I crept down to the kitchen, first, and packed more sandwiches and anything else I could wrap up, stuffing it all into a cloth bag. Back in my room, I chose my sturdiest pair of boots and threw things into a pack. The bag of food. A plain dress, so I could search for work as a barmaid or something if I needed to. I grabbed my few coins, some jewelry that might be worth something, and a small knife. Bandages to bind my breasts. A bar of soap, a hairbrush, my toothbrush, and cleaning powder.

When I returned to Cyril’s room, he’d found a box of old clothes in his wardrobe. “These fit me last year. They should fit you well enough now.” Cyril turned around as I pulled my nightgown over my head and put on a plain tunic and trousers. The waistband was too loose, so I tightened it with a belt. I laced my boots, then scrutinized myself in the mirror. Close.

I picked up the scissors on Cyril’s desk.

“No boy has hair to his waist,” I said.

I went to his mirrored wardrobe, grabbed a chunk of my hair, and, with barely a pause, started cutting. Auburn hair fell around me, slithering in waves down my arms and hands.

I was no hairdresser. I did my best to even it around my face and put one of Cyril’s caps over the mess.

I can’t describe how it felt to look in the mirror and see something very like a young man staring back at me. It was like shrugging off a heavy, ill-fitting coat and finally being able to breathe. My eyes filled with tears again, but this time, it was from relief. The rightness of my reflection negated some of my grief and fear.

I put on Cyril’s coat and slid the pack onto my shoulders.

“Be careful,” he said.

“Don’t worry about me, Cyril. I’ll be fine.” I smiled and hoped that I seemed brave.

His eyes softened, but the skin between his brows was still creased in concern.

“I’ll be fine,” I repeated, as much to reassure myself as well as him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him tight. His arm pressed against the small of my back.

“Thank you,” I said as I pulled away.

“I love you, Gene. Don’t you ever forget that. If you need help, money, or anything—write to me, and I’ll come running.”

I nodded. “I will. Love you, too.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. Both of our eyes were misty. “Won’t the servants hear the door?” he said, trying to smile. It fell a little short.

“Remember the construction at the Elm residence below?”

Cyril squinted and frowned until he remembered the scaffolding.

I gave him an impish smile.

“Gene!” he said, and he laughed, as if in spite of himself.

I went to the window and opened it. “Goodbye for now, Cyril.”

I climbed out the window and started down the scaffolding into the cool morning mist. He put his head out after me, gave me a little wave, and watched. Once I reached street level, I glanced up, but Cyril’s window was lost in the fog. I waved, unsure if he could see me and when I might see him again, and I set off on my own.
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SUMMER: BLOOD IN THE WATER

“Most Vestige belongs to the nobility or the government, but there’s a lively black market for some of the smaller, less valuable trinkets. Some purchase them, hoping to sell at a profit a few years later to help fund retirement or as insurance against future ill-health. Plenty have been taken in by charming fakes, realizing they’ve spirited away their life savings for nothing more than a bit of tin.”

VESTIGE, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

I feel like I’m going to be sick,” I said, bowed over my breakfast.

“How much did you drink last night, Micah?” Arik asked, poking me in the shoulder.

“I don’t remember,” I said, covering my eyes with my hands. “Five pints, maybe?”

“I’ve had more than my fair share of sore heads the next morning. You should eat something, drink plenty of water, and beg Cook for another beer with your breakfast,” Arik said. “Hair of the dog. Works every time.”

My stomach clenched at the thought. I gulped a cup of water, managed one spoonful of porridge, and staggered to my cart to lie in darkness. Arik and Aenea excused me from practice both due to my pitiful state and because, though my palms were healed, I hadn’t yet taken off the bandages. I still couldn’t properly swing from a trapeze. As desperate as I was to get back to it, I couldn’t risk drawing any extra attention to myself for a few more days.

I dozed, dreaming fitfully of distorted circus folk chasing me through the freakshow tent, feeding me Saitha’s peanuts before throwing me into Violet’s cage. A row of doctors came into the tent to stare at me through the bars and take notes. It wasn’t exactly a subtle dream.

I woke at noon, groaning and blinking. I promised myself I would never drink another drop of alcohol as long as I lived. Struggling into my clothes, I stumbled to the cook’s tent. I was starved and scarfed down the cold cut sandwiches, not caring that the bread was stale and the ham dry. My chores were a struggle. I hadn’t seen Juliet visit Violet again, but I suspected that she still did. My belly pained me all afternoon, and when I’d finished feeding the animals, I went back to my cart.

I skipped the circus and the bonfire. I lay on my pallet, cursing the pain that radiated through my guts. Too much drink and one bad meal and I was useless. Arik had come to ask if I wanted dinner, but I only groaned. He came back a few minutes later with a piece of ginger root for me to chew, telling me Cook said it’d ease a sour stomach. It didn’t help one bit. I dozed again, and the Phantom Damselfly visited in my dreams, but said nothing.

I woke up drenched in sweat. The cramps were intense, and I groaned again, dragging myself from the pallet. Mid-crouch, I paused, aghast. There was a small bloodstain on the sheet. I glanced down and saw the stain echoed at the crotch of my trousers.

“No,” I whispered. I put a shaky hand down the waistband and between my legs. My fingertips drew out blushed with blood. I sucked in shallow breaths. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Anna Yew had told me about moon blood. My mother never spoke to me of things like that. Anna had put her hand on my arm sympathetically when I said I’d never had it, saying that some girls started later than others. Her first blood had been when she was twelve.

The doctors had said I’d never achieve menarche, as they called it, and I’d been fine with that. As time passed, my voice had lowered, occasionally cracking when I spoke. A light layer of down sprouted on my cheeks.

I stood there, blood on my hands, utterly terrified. My body was suddenly foreign. I didn’t know what to do, and I had no one to ask. I fought back a sob. I’d run away from the chance of marrying Oswin because I thought I wouldn’t be able to give him an heir, but that might not even have been true. The thought of being pregnant felt wrong and filled me with a thrum of dread.

I stuffed my discarded trousers and soiled sheet into a bag. I thanked the Lord and Lady that the blood hadn’t soaked through to the straw ticking. I wiped my hands on an old rag and stuffed it between my legs before pulling on my spare pair of trousers. Holding the sack close, I snuck out of the cart and down to the water’s edge. I shivered as I scrubbed my trousers and the sheet with sand. Soon enough, the cold water removed all traces of blood.

I trudged back up the beach and went to the laundry cart to scrub the salt from the cloth. Mara entered with an armful of washing just after I had thrown my sheet and clothes into the tub. She said a cheerful hello and hummed under her breath as she worked.

I rubbed lye into the trousers and scrubbed them as hard as I could against the washing board.

“You’re going to wear holes in them like that,” Mara said at one point.

I looked down. My knuckles were bright red from the lye and the cold.

“Right,” I said, unsure what else to say. “Sorry.”

She gave an amused sound, something between a cough and a snort, and fished out a blue and black costume. She worked it against the board gently to protect the beading.

I fled, hanging the washing on the door of my cart. More cramps ripped through my abdomen. I gasped with pain.

Crossing my arms over my stomach, I staggered to Bil’s quarters, knowing he kept some of the stronger pain medicine there, where no one else could get at it. Bil and Frit’s cart was the size of two carts pressed together. The main door was unlocked, and I poked my head inside.

“Hello?”

Another cramp clutched my belly, and I stifled a groan. Tentatively, I stepped inside. It was dark and smoky. One side of the cart was more of a reception room. Opulent rugs covered the wooden floor, with sand ground into the swirling designs. Besides the desk and its singular chair, there were sandbags covered with throws. I took another step forward. The other side of the cart was their living quarters, and I caught sight of Frit next to the four-poster bed and an open iron safe. One hand was full of gold coins, and the other held the Vestige golden monkey Bil had brought back from town. I froze.

Frit startled in surprise, throwing the coins back into the safe. It was indeed emptier than I’d have hoped.

“What are you doing here, Micah?” she asked.

“I, um, need something from the medicine cabinet,” I said. “For pain. Stronger than the cook’s tent. The door was open.”

She gestured toward the far wall. “Be quick about it, like.”

I walked to the cabinet and squinted at the labels until I found the one for pain that Anna usually used. I could feel Frit’s eyes on me and gooseflesh rose on my arms. I choked down a spoonful of the medicine, making a face at the horrible taste.

I should have ducked out without another word, but curiosity tugged at me. Frit looked guilty, but her gaze was hungry. The Vestige monkey sat like a homunculus on her lap, its face turned towards mine. I felt inexplicably drawn to it.

“Can . . . I see it?” I asked, gesturing.

She passed it to me. “I suspect it’s a fake.”

I blinked in surprise.

“A good one, at least,” she added. “My hope is I might be able to trick someone else and at least not make a loss on it.”

It felt light in my hands. The detail was exquisite, from each carved strand of fur to the little pores on its nose. I felt a spark in my fingertips, like when you walk across a carpet and touch a metal doorknob. I nearly dropped it. Quickly, I handed it back to her.

“It’s not a forgery, I don’t think,” I said, clenching and unclenching the hand that’d held it. “Very low on power, aye, but I suspect it’s Alder-made.”

“And you know this how?” she asked.

I wasn’t sure myself. I just . . . knew. “My parents were luminaries,” I lied. “In addition to glass globes, sometimes other Vestige came their way. Developed a bit of an eye for it.”

“I hope you’re right, for our coffer’s sake.” Frit gave me a tight smile as she tucked the monkey back into the safe. Aside from the sad pile of coins, I noticed the smoke machine and a few other Vestige circus props. She took out a flat disc of metal that glowed like a rainbow in the light. It just fit into the palm of her hand.

“Do you know what this is?” she asked.

I shook my head. She held it out to me.

“It’s the Phantom Damselfly.”

I jerked my hand away. “The ghost?”

She made a sound that was almost a laugh. “It’s no ghost. It’s an Alder trick. I convinced Bil to stop the Pavillion of Phantoms. It wasn’t making enough to justify the expense, and eventually someone would have realized what it was and stolen it.”

She turned the disc over. It had a small button in the middle. “I’m trying to convince him to sell both it and the monkey. He’s open to the monkey, but he’s reluctant to let this one go, even though it’d fetch a fine price.”

“Right,” I said, unsure what else to say. The silence between us grew. “Thank you for the medicine.”

“What’d you need it for?”

“My head aches.”

“What you took doesn’t help too well with that, I’m afraid. It’s better for body pains.” She fastened the door of the safe and stood. She went to the medicine cabinet and shook out a few pills from a bottle, which she set down next to a pile of newspapers.

As I reached for the tablets, Frit drew out one of the papers from the bottom of the stack. I swallowed as we both stared at the photograph of my former self. Frit met my gaze, implacable.

When she spoke, she kept her voice carefully neutral. “You’ll speak of seeing me with my hands in the safe to no one. Do you understand?”

“It’s nothing to do with me,” I said, though my wages were in that safe, along with everyone else’s.

“Promise me.” Her voice hardened to steel.

“I—I promise.”

She gave a small nod. She put the monkey back in the safe. As she moved, the neck of her dress shifted, showing the mottle of a bruise yellowing at the edges. She glanced up and pulled the neck of her dress closed. In that moment, she seemed both older and younger than she was.

“I always thought he treated you like a queen,” I said, remembering Bil doting on Frit, bringing her flowers, dancing with her at the nightly bonfires.

“Usually, he does.”

The unspoken words floated through the air between us: and sometimes, he doesn’t. “He’s never hit me before,” she admitted. “At least not hard enough to leave a mark.”

“I’m . . . I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate, but I didn’t know what else to say. The coins in the chest were her escape, I realized. Her insurance.

“We’re both entitled to our secrets. Aren’t we . . . Micah?” She let the almost-threat hover between us.

“That we are,” I said.

I ducked out of the tent, and the door clicked shut behind me.
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SPRING: A MUDLARK’S SICION

“The Lady waves her silver hand,

from behind the stars, for it’s time to bid you

farewell.

The Lord peeks his golden head

over the horizon, for it’s time to bid you

good morning.

Come on, it’s time

to rise and face the day

And I’ve come to sing you

good morning.”

GOOD MORNING, LIA’S SONG FOR LADY IPHIGENIA LAURUS

I walked through the dark streets of Sicion for hours, still reeling from all I’d learned and the fact that I’d run away. I took a turn and soon enough, I was lost in a maze of crumbling buildings and alleyways. I’d explored Sicion at night plenty of times, but I’d always stuck to the nicer parts of the city. The streets were more dirt than cobblestones, most of the gas lamps sputtering. My breath came faster, and I felt hemmed in by the looming sandstone tenements.

I saw homeless people sleeping in alleyways, cold and uncomfortable. Others were slumped on the pavement, reeking of gin, their stained smiles more gaps than teeth. Moonshades hunted for clients near the docks. Knowing what I do now, I’d never have walked down some of those streets without a weapon close to hand, but I was so sheltered, I didn’t even think to reach for the small knife in my pocket.

Three drunken young men turned onto the street ahead of me. They were dockworkers, I guessed. The public and gambling houses had just shut. I hung back warily.

They sang off-key. One fubbed a line of the lyrics and another took offense. Before long, they were tussling, and then brawling, as if they’d been waiting for an excuse. I heard the thump of fists on flesh, the grunts of anger.

Keeping to the shadows, I edged my way around them until my back was against an exposed gutter pipe. Eventually, the other two left, leaving the third on the ground. The bad singer had lost. I saw blood on his temple, black in the moonlight. He groaned and rolled over before finally staggering to his feet.

After that, I decided the safest direction to go was up.

I found another building with scaffolding. My boots were old and half a size too small, the soles rough enough they were good for climbing. The pipes were cold and slippery with damp, but I kept firm purchase on the bolts, placed my toes with care, and didn’t glance down. I clambered onto the roof in time to watch the sunrise.

The night fog thinned to a pink and orange mist before the sun burned through it to reveal Sicion. Limestone spires of the churches of the Lord and Lady of the Sun and Moon reached toward the sky. The light filtered through the Penglass domes that threaded through the middle of the city like a backbone.

Up there, I finally let myself confront the fact that I’d left my old life behind, and all I had was on my back. I’d doubted myself countless times the last few hours, wondering if I’d made a mistake. But, up there, looking down at the city, I made a promise to myself that I’d land somewhere safe.

Once the worst of the fear fled, there was only exhaustion. I peered through one of the roof windows. The flat had been long since abandoned, with the roof in poor repair. I managed to open a window and shimmied in. Slivers of early morning light peeked through holes in the roof, and dust rose in a cloud about my feet. Sheets stained with damp and mold covered irregular lumps of furniture, and nothing covered the walls but cobwebs. This would have been an apartment for a poor family. I could almost feel their ghosts lingering like layers of dust.

I curled up on my side, using my pack as my pillow, and despite everything, I smiled because this was the first day where I was no longer Miss Iphigenia Laurus.



• • •

I woke mid-afternoon, disoriented. I groaned, stretching out the worst of the pains. I removed my tunic and wrapped the bandages I’d shoved into my bed around my chest. It hadn’t mattered last night, but I didn’t want to risk anyone thinking me anything but a young man. I ate some of the food I’d nicked from the kitchens before beginning my hunt for a new life.

After tentatively asking a washerwoman for directions, I found the merchant quarter. I watched how the men walked and attempted to emulate them—straight legs, head up, hands in pockets. As Gene, I’d been pitching my voice higher, but dressed as a boy, I could speak in my natural timbre without anyone being thrown. I peered in the windows of florists, grocers, bakers, booksellers, and luminary shops. One of the last had a “help wanted” sign in the window. I walked past it thrice before I gathered enough courage to step inside.

Crystal glittered and glass globes of all different sizes and colors were strung across the ceiling.

“Can I help you, sir?” the man behind the counter asked, peering over his half-moon glasses at me.

“I saw . . . the sign in the window . . .” I began, hesitantly.

He took in my too-large clothing, and his gaze lingered on my face long enough I wondered if I had a smudge of dirt on it.

“Have you worked in a luminary’s before, boy?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I learn fast, and I work hard.”

“We’re looking for someone with experience. Thank you for your interest.” He raised his chin towards the door. A clear signal for me to leave.

Everywhere else I tried, people gave me the same reply with varying degrees of contempt. I had no references, nothing to recommend me.

Eventually, I went to a pawn shop and exchanged my jewelry for coins. I was pretty sure I was grossly short-changed, but at least it was something. I wondered if tomorrow I’d have to try again while wearing the dress I’d brought, though the thought of that made me want to cry.

Exhausted, I rested in one of the smaller parks, staring up at the fountain at its center. Water trickled down the mermaid’s face as she reached above her for something that seemed just out of reach. This fountain was one of my favorites, growing up, and brought back fond memories of picnics with Cyril and Lia on warm summer days.

I couldn’t and wouldn’t call myself Iphigenia. Gene could be a male name, but even then, I wanted no links to my old life. Time to try on a new one. When covered by clouds, granite was dull, but when the sun caught it, the flecks of mica were spots of brilliance.

“Micah,” I said aloud. It’d work as a first name, but I’d need a surname. 

I stared at the granite fountain. Grey was a liminal color between white and black. Between.

“Micah Grey,” I whispered, tasting the potential name aloud.

It had a nice ring to it. I liked the rhythm and the imagery.

“Micah Grey,” I said, louder, and I smiled.

The light of the day faded. I left the park, drawing my cap low on my forehead. I couldn’t wait to sleep again, even if it was in a cold, abandoned attic.

I noticed two women going the same direction as me, but I hadn’t clocked them as a threat until they flanked me and dragged me into a side alley.

“Hello, darling,” one said, smiling at me with yellowed teeth, taking out a short club from her coat pocket.

I fought like a cat, scratching at them, but they were stronger than me, and they had their system down pat. I twirled, and the club aiming for my head missed and hit where my neck met my shoulder. I cried out as pain radiated across my torso. The other tackled me to the ground and straddled my lower legs.

“Hurry, Mattie,” the first hissed. Mattie took something out of her pocket and passed it over me. I tried to throw her off. I caught the flash of metal and heard a high-pitched clicking. She held what looked like a large, mechanical pill bug. It crawled on me, its clicking growing louder, until it paused on my coat pocket. It was what they called a Prospector, a Vestige capable of finding something. In this case, it was searching for metal.

Her hand snaked into my coat and plucked out my coin purse. She smelled of cheap perfume to try and cover the stench of sweat. “My, my,” she said, bouncing it on her palm. It clinked. “What’s a little scamp like you doing with all this dosh?”

Sheltered fool that I was, I’d been walking around with practically all my coins, thinking it’d be safer to keep them on me than leave them in the attic. I wondered how she’d afforded something like a Prospector, or if she’d simply stolen it, too.

“Please,” I panted. “Don’t take it all. Leave me at least a little.”

She considered me, then reached into the bag and scattered a few coins on the fetid ground next to me. She tossed the bag behind her, and I heard the other woman catch it.

“Hush your mouth and be grateful this is the worst you’re getting,” she said, and started to rise.

I tried to get up, and she pushed me back down.

“Sorry, dear,” Mattie said, and then she drew her fist back and hit me, hard. Pain exploded in my head and the night darkened further.
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SUMMER: STRAW HOUSE

“Moonstone gin is only one small step from Moonshine.”

WELL-KNOWN ELADAN SAYING

One night, the circus had a straw house. Every seat was filled, and some sat in the aisles or on the hard rock at the edges of the ring.

A full house was a rare occasion. Most of the poor couldn’t afford the tickets, plenty of the rich found it too low-brow, and much of the middle class was too tired after long workdays.

But the local schools had released their pupils for four weeks of freedom, and many children had been taken by their parents to celebrate, or else they’d saved their pennies for months.

Others were down in Sicion from Imachara for the week of the international market, as well. Many crops in Byssia, Linde, the Temnes, and Kymri were in season. For the next week or two, everyone ate more food fresh off the boat from the former colonies rather than nearby Girit.

I watched the circus most evenings. I didn’t think I’d ever tire of it. I enjoyed watching the subtle differences of each performance. A new attitude on a somersault, or the trick equestrians’ reactions to the horses. Often, I could claim one of the best seats. That night, though, I had to hide behind the stage and peek out through the side of the curtains. Overhead, the grunts made minor adjustments to the rigging, giving the equipment a last safety check.

I enjoyed seeing the performers’ faces right before they entered the ring. They’d pat their hair self-consciously, rubbing their hands and pressing their lips together to steady their nerves, even though they did this most every night.

Once they were in the ring and I could only see the back of their heads, I focused on the audience. Children nudged each other and pointed, mouths agape. Plenty of adults clapped with childish glee. There were couples who’d been married for decades. Lovers with wandering hands in the back rows. A woman clasped her gloved hands to her chest, eyes shining, a bundled-up child in a wheelchair at her side. Less than two months ago, I’d been one of those starry-eyed punters, dreaming of joining. And here I was.

The applause at the end of the show was extraordinarily loud in the crowded big top. The performers came out and bowed, a funny sight when I was behind them as opposed to in front of them. I remembered Drystan’s joke and smirked.

The carnival would last long into the night to take advantage of the crowds. Afterwards, the workers and I would snake through the stalls to pick up the detritus left behind, but until then, there was fun to be had.

I found Drystan lounging against my cart door, already out of his costume and his face freshly scrubbed.

“Good evening, Micah.”

“Hullo, Drystan. What are you doing here?” I asked, suspicious.

“Same as you. Going to the carnival. It’s fun to walk among them without them knowing I was the clown they were laughing at earlier.”

“I haven’t really gone since the night after I joined,” I said.

“I’ve noticed. Why not?”

“Dunno.”

“Come along, then. Maybe I’ll treat you to some candy floss as an extra apology for Fedir being such an arse to you.”

We walked toward the lights on the beach, the air warm and stifling. The seaweed stank from its day under the sun, and shells crunched beneath our feet. I still found it strange he’d sought me out, but I’d never dream of saying no.

The fair was an endless stream of people swirling past each other or caught in front of the stalls. It was at least twice as crowded as the last time I’d been.

The merry-go-round was heaving, some parents riding double with their smaller children.

I’d ridden the carousel a few times when the grunts wanted to test it. Once, I’d caught the brass ring, and cook ended up giving me a caramel apple.

The alchemist was at his usual booth in the carnival. He glared at me. I gave him a two-fingered salute and he spat in the sand. I snorted.

“Friend of yours?” Drystan drawled.

“Not in the least.”

I briefly told him what the alchemist had said to me the night I joined the circus.

Drystan cackled. “And genital warts was the best he could do? I’m amazed that charlatan earns any coin here, yet he keeps showing up, year after year.”

Drystan stopped in front of a stall and made a show of giving a copper coin to Slar, the circus worker manning the stall. He passed Drystan three small, wooden balls from beneath the stand.

“All right,” Slar said. “Whatcha do is you throw the balls inta the basket. You get one in and you win a coin or a wooden horse.” He held up a carved horse about as large as his hand. “You get two in, you get two coins, or a toy soldier.” He demonstrated. “You get all three and you get ten coins, or you can win this.” He held up a porcelain doll. A few murmured appreciatively. It wasn’t anywhere as fine as the ones I’d hidden under my bed in my old room, but it was still something a child might cherish.

Drystan cradled the wooden spheres in his long-fingered hands. He balanced the first one delicately on his fingertips. The ball was bright orange with a white star painted on either side. He stared at the wicker basket on the wall at least ten feet away.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. A few more passersby stopped to watch him.

Drystan opened his eyes and lobbed the ball. It landed delicately into the basket on the first try. A few people clapped.

Drystan held up the next ball, this one blue with an orange sun design. It, too, landed in the wicker basket. The cheers grew louder.

“He’s the first to get two baskets this night!” Slar called.

The last ball was green, with a simple stripe around its diameter. Into the basket it went. Drystan made a great show of acting abashed as people clapped him on the shoulder.

“Now, now,” Slar called, quieting them down. “Which do you want?”

Drystan paused, scrutinizing both prizes, as if he were torn. I half-expected him to choose the porcelain doll.

“Coins, please,” Drystan said eventually with a small smile. The coins chinked in his palm and disappeared into one of the many pockets in his coat. We weaved our way out of the throng. Others queued for their turn at the baskets.

“It was a trick, wasn’t it?” I asked when we were far enough away.

Drystan put his hand over his heart and looked injured. “I’ll have you know I have excellent aim. Comes from years of juggling.”

“And if someone else also has really good aim?” I asked as we walked toward the line of pubs on the beachfront.

“If anyone else gets two, most of the time someone standing behind the wall will slide a ball into the bottom of the basket so that the third one bounces out.”

“But that’s cheating!”

He grinned. “Why yes, Micah, that’s cheating. But it worked and got more people playing. And I now have a few extra coins.”

“Does it happen with other games?”

“Oh, plenty. There’s usually one of us out here every few nights, giving the marks a taste of what it’s like to win. We swindle with a swagger,” he said, demonstrating his strut as we wandered down the promenade. “Now, which pub looks the seediest?” he asked.

They all seemed dodgy to me, with dimly lit and grimy windows.

“Wait here,” Drystan said, choosing a pub and tucking up his sleeves. “I’m going in.”

He disappeared into the dark confines of the pub.

The boardwalk was far from deserted at this time of night. People spilled out from the packed pubs, drinking openly on makeshift driftwood benches. A small commotion drew my attention.

Drystan returned quicker than I expected, a green bottle in one hand.

“Is that . . . Tauro?” I asked.

Sure enough, the bull man was walking down the promenade. He wore an overcoat and a hat, but there was no mistaking his bulk. Juliet was at his side, her head held high. I’d grown so used to them in the circus, but between Tauro’s features and size and Juliet’s coloring, they stood out. People’s heads turned as they passed. Drystan and I watched. I found myself afraid someone would attack them. Juliet and Tauro spotted us. We nodded at them, and they nodded back, but they didn’t slow down or talk to us. Their expressions were blank, but they couldn’t hide the tenseness in their shoulders. Juliet took Tauro’s arm, and they turned into the city. I wondered where they were going.

“Will they be all right?” I asked. “Should we go with them?”

“I’ve tried that before, and Juliet basically hissed at me to back off.” He shrugged. “Come on, let’s celebrate a straw house at the circus and fatter coffers for Bil,” he said.

The briny breeze teased my hair and slipped under the seams of my coat as our footsteps clacked along the wooden boards. We sat at the end of a dock, feet dangling over the edges, the dark expanse of the sea spreading before us.

Drystan uncorked the bottle, took a swig, and passed it to me. I took a small sip and tried not to gag. It tasted how wet paint smelled, with an aftertaste of juniper berries.

“Ah, gin,” Drystan said. “Cheap, horrible gin. Had to grossly overpay to convince him to let me leave with the bottle.”

My eyes watered. I drank a little more, and we sat there in silence, listening to the crashing of the waves and the calling of seabirds.

“Do you think Tauro is actually a minotaur?” Drystan asked after another gulp.

Peoples’ reactions to them on the promenade were lingering in his mind, then, too. I kept thinking about how, if we left the circus in normal clothes, we blended in, more or less, whereas Tauro and Juliet didn’t have that same luxury.

“Well?” He swung his legs, waiting for my reply.

“There’s no such thing as minotaurs,” I managed. “You might as well say there are mermaids in the ocean and dragons in the sky.” My stomach twisted, thinking of the Phantom Damselfly.

“There might have been, once. Every culture has the same myths. On all islands of the Archipelago, there are tales of things like mermaids, of dragons, harpies, unicorns—all sorts of strange creatures.”

Like the cyrinx. I thought of Juliet’s familiarity with Violet, and the way the big cat stared at me with an almost human-like intelligence.

“Scholar of world mythology in your old life, were you?” I asked, archly.

He smiled, more to himself than at me, and passed the bottle. I took another sip and managed not to cough.

“Sometimes I look at Tauro and I wonder, that’s all,” Drystan mused. “Don’t you?”

“Maybe he’s only a little quieter and hairier than most.” My head was light and I no longer felt the cold.

“Perhaps,” he allowed.

The conversation was making me increasingly uncomfortable, as was Drystan throwing off his mask so thoroughly that he sounded as posh as Rojer or Damien.

“What, are you saying you think Chimaera are returning, with real magic hidden in the circus?” I pitched my voice as though I were teasing, but I felt my heartbeat in my throat. The Phantom Damselfly had claimed there were Chimaera who looked visibly different, but also those who seemed fully human. Was Drystan trying to hint he was one of them? How much did he know?

He scoffed. “Of course not. I listened to a lecture from a mythologist once who claimed that myths had some basis in truth.”

“When did you study at university?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

“Who said I did?”

I rolled my eyes. “You, just now. It’s dead obvious. Figured you wanted me to stop dancing around it.”

He laughed. “Finally. The others all know that I come from a lofty background. You’re the one that insists on hiding yours, though you don’t do it very well. And yes, since I’m feeling generous, I’ll have you know I went to the Royal Snakewood University in Imachara. I studied philosophy. It opened my eyes, and so I dropped out and became a fool.” Drystan pulled one of his silly faces again, letting his eyes dance in their sockets.

I had so many questions, but sensed if I came across too eager, he’d clam right up. “Are you from Imachara?” I chanced.

“No, I was raised right here in Sicion.” He slapped the wood of the dock. His voice was slightly slurred. I wondered if he’d be answering so frankly were it not for the gin. The bottle was half-empty, but I couldn’t remember if it’d been full when he’d brought it out. “You realize I’m going to demand more answers from you in return for the interrogation.”

“What was your family name?” I pressed.

He looked at me, sizing me up, his eyes slightly unfocused. “My, but it’s been a long time since I’ve said it.” He was silent so long, I thought he wouldn’t answer. I took another sip of gin.

“Hornbeam,” he said, exhaling the name like a sigh.

I choked.

“You’re from one of the noblest families in Elada . . .” I said when I could speak again. “And you’re a clown in a circus?”

He drew himself up. “I would have been a clown there, too, I’ll have you know, only in fancier motley.” His voice had hardened.

I must have been gaping at him like a fish. He’d hinted it when we’d traded questions and answers at the bonfire. He’d mentioned his brother and sister. He’d meant Damien and Darla.

“But the eldest Hornbeam son—” I began.

“Was struck from the family tree,” he said. “Raising my brother to the status of heir. Family fuck-up, at your service.” He bowed at the waist, nearly unbalancing himself and falling into the sea. I grabbed his shoulder and dragged him upright. He chuckled.

“What happened?”

He waggled his finger. “No, no, no. I told you mine,” he said. “Your turn.”

I opened my mouth but hesitated. “Can I trust you?”

He leaned close. His breath reeked of gin. For a moment, I wondered if he was going to kiss me. “I trusted you, didn’t I, Laurus?”

My breath caught in my throat. “You already know,” I whispered.

He leaned back on his elbows, closed his eyes, and smiled.

“How?” I demanded. 

“That letter in your pack rather gave it away.”

I pushed his shoulder. “You did search it.” My cheeks burned with embarrassment. I had been quite frank in that letter, unleashing all of my uncertainty. At least I hadn’t spoken about any members of the circus specifically. Like Aenea. Or Drystan.

“Of course I did.”

“You lied to me.”

“So I did, apologies. But I was the only one who went through it, I promise that’s the truth.”

I swallowed another gulp of gin.

“Was quite a shock though,” he said. “Since I remembered it was their daughter that went missing. Not their son.”

He looked at me, and I knew he was trying to see me as a woman. He waited for me to elaborate, but my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth.

“You’re a brave little thing. I’ll give you that,” he said, but his voice was cool, almost disappointed.

“Are you . . . going to tell anyone?” I forced the words from my throat.

Drystan gazed out to sea. “I haven’t said anything yet, have I? We’re all entitled to our secrets. I suspect you have your reasons for running, just as I had mine.”

His words reminded me of Frit’s. He hauled himself to his feet and tossed the bottle into the sea. How much of that bottle had I drunk? The world wouldn’t focus. Drystan had to help me up, and I nearly fell into the water before he pulled me back from the edge. I giggled.

“I, once-Mister Hornbeam, would like to take Miss Iphigenia Laurus’s arm, if it’s not too forward.” He gave a courtly bow so fine my etiquette tutor would have been impressed, before he hiccoughed loudly.

I laughed again and gave my best curtsey, holding out imaginary skirts. Something in my chest felt lighter. “Of course, Master Hornbeam. As long as you never, ever call me Iphigenia again. Before I ran away, I called myself Gene.”

“Gene,” he said. “Micah suits you better.”

I beamed at him. “I think so, too.”

Arm in arm, two nobles living secret lives weaved and tilted our way back to our circus.



• • •

That night at the bonfire, Bil was so pleased with himself he looked fit to burst. He strutted in front of us, his grin wide, tugging on his coat until the gilt buttons threatened to pop.

He had the pride of someone who had started from nothing. Arik had told me that Bil had grown up desperately poor—his mother was a widow who worked in the laundry to keep Bil and his sister clothed and fed, and he never knew his father. He had gone to see a circus whenever it was in town and decided that he’d start one. So he did.

It’d started out seedier, but after seeing Riley & Batheo a few years ago, Bil had begun to transform the Circus of Magic. Though it was still a little rougher around the edges than the other “Circuses of Curiosities,” it was more professional than most small circuses in Elada.

And Bil wasn’t satisfied, dreaming of showing his circus in the fixed amphitheatres in the metropolises. He wanted to perform in front of royalty. Bil was a man who would never be content until the next goal had been met, and then he would promptly set another, harder one.

“That was beautiful, me lovelies, just beautiful,” Bil said, pointing his cane at us. “Never had so many people gathered round our humble tent to see our performances. This is a milestone. Who knows—we may need to invest in a bigger big top once we arrive in Imachara!”

We clapped, whistled, and stamped our feet. I was sitting in between Arik and Aenea, and the world was still not quite focusing.

“Tonight, we celebrate!” Bil raised a hand. “Two extra casks of ale cracked!”

We cheered, but I noticed it wasn’t quite as enthusiastic.

“That is what Bil considers a bonus these days,” Aenea whispered in my ear.

I remembered the open safe in Bil’s tent, the clink of gold in Frit’s fingers. When I looked at her, her dark eyes met mine. She shook her head ever so slightly.

Bil noticed the lack of excitement. “Why the long faces?”

There was a pause, but then: “Our pockets ain’t celebrating,” Mara piped up.

“Pardon me, Miss Mara?” Bil said with exaggerated politeness. “Perhaps I misheard ye?”

“The circus is doing well, like you said, sir,” Mara said, dragging a toe over the sandy rock. “We all worked so hard . . . shouldn’t we get a couple coins?”

Bil laughed, and it appeared warm and genuine. “This circus is doing well just now, m’dear Mara, but what happens when we’re practicing the new acts for Imachara in Cowl next month?” He hitched his thumbs under his suspenders and leaned forward. “We’ve never done a play like this pantomime before. I cover all those costs because it’s valuable practice.

“But we’ve also debts from the years when this circus did poorly, and the creditors howl and scratch like cats if I cannot pay. I’ve paid you lot when I couldn’t rub two coins together for myself and my wife. You have no idea, little Mara, the true costs of running a circus.” The small smile he’d kept on his face morphed into a scowl.

It was a convincing enough speech and scattered heads nodded. Mara seemed so small next to Bil, but she drew herself up and tilted her chin up at the ringmaster. “If everyone who comes to see the circus pays for the ticket and then buys food and games at the carnival . . .”

She trailed off as Bil began to slowly shake his head from side to side. His chuckle grew into a laugh that echoed deep within his chest.

“You’re an uneducated girl from Niral, Mara, and you and your little friends have no idea of the true costs of a circus,” he repeated for emphasis. “None. Would you rather have bonuses now and no job next season because there ain’t a circus to join?” 

The performers exchanged glances.

“Then I quit!” Mara said, nostrils flaring.

Bil snapped. “You ungrateful little wretch. You could barely do the splits when I took you on.” He stepped close to Mara, and to her credit she did not cower and stared up stonily into his blotched face. For the briefest of moments, I feared he might strike her.

“You’re not quitting, little Mara,” Bil spat. “I’m fucking throwing you out. You go and try to get another circus job. No one will take you on.”

Mara blanched. Everyone else was dead silent. The contortionist had stuck her neck out, and now she was on her own. Mara fled, her hand over her mouth.

Bil gave a contemptuous look around. “If anyone else feels as Mara does, by all means, you can leave with her.”

Frit followed after Mara, and Bil’s fists clenched at his sides.

“Right, enough of that nonsense,” he said, gathering himself. “Let’s not let it spoil the night. Crack the ale!” he called. The circus folk scattered, filling their mugs and loading plates with food.

“Damn,” Aenea swore quietly under her breath.

“Shit,” I agreed.
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SPRING: THE SPICE MERCHANT

“They say the spices of each island of the Archipelago echo their country of origin. The cassia and clove of Kymri mirror its rich, hot sands. The chilies of Southern Temne showcase its citizens’ passion and the heat of its jungles, while the mace and nutmeg illustrate the complexity of Northern Temnian culture. Linde is known for its five-spice, for it was long the hub of the spice trade. And Elada grows few spices of its own and takes from all others.”

SPICES OF THE ARCHIPELAGO, CHEF SIAM OAKLEY

After being robbed, I awoke in squelching filth in the dark of night. I could barely move my neck, and my cheekbone hurt so much I feared it was broken. I groaned.

Painfully, I pulled myself upright and hobbled to the scaffolding that led to my temporary rooms. My pack was where I’d left it. If only I’d been smart enough to keep most of the coin with it. I collapsed more than slept.

The next day, I felt as though I had shed all emotion along with my tears. Some of my food had spoiled, so I had a heel of stale bread and hard cheese for breakfast. I spent the morning trying to find employment, again without success.

It was market day. The merchants had set up their wares early and the first customers started to trickle through.

Sicion was a crowded city, even if it had far fewer residents than the capital. There was no room for a large market square. Instead, the market was vertical.

I made my way through stalls of fruits and vegetables. Stands of spices, and a row of bakers. I was surrounded by so many sights, smells, things, and people, and I drank it all in. Nothing had passed my lips but rainwater from the gutter for half a day, and hunger drove me to desperation. When a baker was distracted, I pinched a warm, meat-filled pastry. I retreated, unnoticed, and ate my prize. I felt guilty for stealing, but I could have eaten ten more just like it.

I touched a long, airy green dress that was soft and cool to the touch. Why had my mother never bought me something like this?

Eventually, I found an unoccupied corner and tucked myself into it, wedging my pack behind me. I observed people for the rest of the day as they shopped, haggled, argued, and exclaimed over a bauble that caught their gaze, trying to figure out what to do next.

In the late afternoon, a tall thin Policier with a bushy black moustache spotted me and ambled over. I half-rose, ready to run. His eyes were small and beady, but not unkind. Fear thrummed through me.

“Folk are packing up soon,” he said. “You looking for work?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, trying not to seem too eager.

“Mister Illari, the spice merchant, needs a hand on the second floor. He’s getting up there in years and I don’t see his boy around today. Tell him Policier Mattos sent you. I haven’t seen you nick anything over the past hour, but I’ll not have you stealing from him. Understood?”

“Of course, sir!” I said, though guilt gnawed at my stomach, keeping company with my stolen bun.

I found Mister Illari’s stall easily enough. He had a face wrinkled enough to shatter. He gathered bottles and put them in large chests. 

“’Scuse me . . . Mister Illari?” I asked, timidly. I rubbed at my grubby face self-consciously, mindful of my black eye.

“Eh?” His voice was gravelly.

“Policier Mattos sent me. Said you need some help?”

Mister Illari nodded. “If my boy’s not here, he finds some under-nourished boy like you to help an old codger like me,” he said in a surprisingly strong voice. He gave a phlegmy laugh, then narrowed his eyes at me. “Though you’re such a scrawny thing, you don’t seem like you could lift a feather duster.”

“I’m stronger than I look!”

He pointed a gnarled finger. “Grab those two chests, then, and let’s go.”

I hoisted the chests and followed Mister Illari as he made his achingly slow descent.

He led me to a sturdy pony and wooden cart tied up in front of a pub called the Bronze Cockerel. A barmaid stuck her head out of the front of the pub.

Mister Illari settled himself in the driver’s seat. He opened the chest and took out a coin, flipping it in her direction. She caught it neatly.

“Thanks again, love,” he said.

“See you next week, Mister Illari,” she said.

“Well, hurry up young one, those chests won’t carry themselves. Go and fetch the rest.” Mister Illari settled into his seat and closed his eyes.

Dutifully, I headed back up the stairs. Over the next half hour, I carried it all down. When I finished, Mister Illari picked up the reins. I wondered whether it’d be rude to hold out my hands for my promised coins.

“Well, don’t just stand there, boy, hop on,” he said. “I’ve got my lad back at my place, but he’s not as strong as you on the best of days and he’s been hurling up his guts for the last three. And because that’s not enough, it’s about to rain.”

I hesitated.

“Come on, come on,” he said. “I don’t have all day, look at the sky!”

The sky was full of bruised clouds. So, I clambered onto the cart bench, sitting next to a sack of what smelled like ground thyme. Mister Illari flicked his reins, and we were off.



• • •

We stopped in front of a tall building made of soot-streaked limestone. It was similar to the other tenements in the market district, though this one had a bit more filigree stonework and thick double doors inset with stained glass.

Mister Illari climbed down from the cart painfully. He gave two short, loud whistles. A window three floors up opened, and a boy a couple years younger than me stuck his head out. His brown hair was unkempt.

“Back already?” the boy called.

“Yes, you lazy good-for-nothing!” Mister Illari called up at him. “Feel any better?”

“A little. I haven’t been sick yet today!”

“If you puke just now, aim away from the cart! Calum, my boy, I think you’re on the mend.”

“Looks to me like you found yourself another helper.”

Mister Illari gestured in my direction. “This is . . . sorry, boy, what was your name?”

“Oh. Um. Micah.”

“This is Micah. I found him in the market. I think he’s a runaway!” His voice echoed down the street, and I winced, clutching my pack. Should I run?

He flapped a hand at my obvious fear. “I’m not a busybody, boy. Why you ran away is your own business. Now, carry that chest of marigold up the stairs, if you please.”

After I finished the job, I lingered in a warm drawing room. My legs ached from the exertion. Rain lashed against the windows, and I didn’t relish the thought of heading across town to my cold attic and its almost certainly leaking roof.

Mister Illari’s apartments were small but comfortable, richly furnished with trappings from the former colonies. Figurines of mythical creatures were coated in a thin layer of dust on a shelf. Brass-scaled monkeys, serpentine dragons, a giant octopus, and a squid with tentacles that dangled over the edge, a ship perilously balanced on one raised limb.

Mister Illari shuffled into the room, and Calum followed, carrying a tea tray, which he set on an empty space on the table.

I picked up a figurine. A person carved from grey soapstone, arms raised parallel to the ground. One hand had broken off. The figure was naked, with full, pointed breasts, a rounded stomach, and oversized male parts between the legs.

Mister Illari squinted at it. “Ah, yes, I got that in . . . Byssia? Yes, Byssia. They have excellent cardamom on the east side. I remember now. Picked it up from an old man who sold them at the market. You can keep it, if you like.”

“Thank you,” I said, moved. Calum poured us all what turned out to be strong coffee. I’d not tried it often—tea was more popular with the nobility. I took a sip, made a face, put in a lump of sugar, took another sip, made another face, tried it all once more, and then gave up and put the cup back on its saucer.

“It’s foul stuff, innit?” Calum whispered loudly to me. We shared a smile.

“You upstarts have unrefined palates. This is probably all that keeps this sack of old bones going now.” Mister Illari took a sip with obvious relish.

“I haven’t really come across any, um, two-gendered people in tales from here.” I turned the figurine over in my hands.

“It’s popped up a few places, as I recall.”

“Oh Lord of the Sun, here it comes,” Calum said. “Now you’ve set him off.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t love my stories, you whelp.” Mister Illari took a sip of coffee. “Long ago, during the times of myth and legend, humans like us were far from the only intelligent creatures to walk this world. The mysterious Alder created Chimaera. These magical beings might look like you or me, but were as likely to be half-fish, or half-serpent, or any of these other bits and bobs I have all over this room.”

“But now the Alder and Chimaera are long gone,” Calum said, anticipating the next line.

“Don’t interrupt, Cal. Aye. Maybe they never existed, or they sailed into the far reaches of the world never to return. Some said their very boats were made of Penglass.”

“Would that even float?” Calum asked.

Mister Illari threw a biscuit at him. Calum caught it and crammed it into his mouth.

“There, maybe that’ll keep you quiet. Where was I? The Chimaera were strong. They were more agile. They never grew ill, and many lived for a long time. They breathed magic. And in some places, one of the most revered Chimaera was the Kedi.” He nodded at the stone sculpture in my hands.

“Doesn’t look like a Chimaera,” I pointed out. “No feathers or scales.”

“Ah, now, see, evidently some human-like Chimaera were magical too, or so they say. To Kedi worshippers,” Mister Illari continued, “a man is incomplete and a woman is incomplete. But this being is whole.”

I sucked in a breath, turning the figurine over in my hands.

“When a man and a woman mated—” Mister Illari began.

Calum giggled, his hand covering his face.

“Shush up,” Mister Illari said. “When they came together, whether human, Chimaera, or Alder, they were complete. It could honor the Kedi.”

I was riveted.

Mister Illari gave a phlegmy cough and took another sip of coffee. “I suppose the Couple is a bit like that idea,” he continued. “You can’t have the Sun Lord without the Lady of the Moon. Two differing sides of the same coin.”

I made a contemplative noise, thoughts swirling around my head.

Mister Illari squinted at the window. “You should head on back to your parents, Micah. Whatever they’ve done to piss you off, it ain’t worth keeping angry, and I’m sure you’ve got a warm bed waiting for you.”

“You don’t know what they did.” Something in my expression gave Mister Illari pause.

“Do you have anywhere to go?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Not really.”

He sighed. “Well. There’s a spare bed in the box room,” he said. “I’m afraid I can’t keep you on long-term, but you can at least wait out the rain.”

My heart lifted. “Thank you,” I said.

He waved a hand, as if it was nothing, even though it was everything.

Mister Illari chopped meat that looked like cow or horse while Calum sliced vegetables. I offered to help, but they waved me off. The knife made a steady thump against the stone chopping block. He lit the gas cooker and poured oil into a pan.

A half hour later, he set down plates of meat and vegetables all lightly dusted with spices of red, orange, green, and brown, with a carafe of more terrible coffee. The spices made my eyes and nose run, but the meal was delicious.

I had the figurine on the table next to my plate. “So if there was a creature like this Kedi,” I asked. “Was . . . he and she . . . ?” I paused, unsure.

“They,” Mister Illari said.

“Did they stay alone their whole life? Were there other Kedi, or were they the sole one?”

He harrumphed at my peppering of questions. “No idea, I’m afraid, young Micah. Doesn’t matter much, eh? It’s only stories.”

“Yes,” I said, picking up the stone figure and gripping it tightly. “Only stories.”



• • •

The next morning, I stumbled into Mister Illari’s small kitchen, rubbing sleep from my eyes.

“Well now,” Mister Illari said, raising his eyebrows at my healthy appetite at breakfast. “How long have you been on the streets?”

“Just a few days, though it feels a lot longer.”

Mister Illari gave me a light slap upside of the head. “Hey now, no moping! What are you good at? Did these noble parents teach you anything useful, or was it all horseback riding out at your country home and hunting with the hawks?”

Before I could answer, there was a knock at the door.

“Who’d be visiting me at this hour?” Mister Illari muttered as he pulled himself upright and limped toward the door. “Who is it?” he yelled.

“The Constabulary,” came the muffled answer behind the door. I recognized Policier Mattos’s voice.

The blood drained from my face.

Mister Illari and Calum turned towards me. “This to do with you? I ain’t got no reason to be on the Constabulary’s bad side.”

“Help me,” I pleaded. “I can’t go back.”

He stared at me, long and hard. “Into the cupboard then.” He jerked his head towards a wardrobe in the corner.

“Just a minute!” he called.

I darted into the pine wardrobe. It was filled with spare blankets and towels. Sweet spices like cinnamon and vanilla tickled my nose.

Don’t sneeze, I prayed as the front door creaked open.

“Policier Mattos, old chap! And Policier Smythe,” Mister Illari said. “What brings you both calling at this ungodly hour?”

“Sorry to bother you so early, Mister Illari,” Policier Mattos replied.

“We’ve got word that there might have been a runaway.” Policier Smythe’s voice was very deep. “Noble girl, name of Laurus. Think it might have been the one Mattos sent your way.”

Mister Illari made a great show of huffing and humming. “Huh. Seemed like a boy to me. He helped me, I tipped him, and he scampered off.”

A long pause, and I heard a few footsteps.

“I’d sure appreciate you not snooping through my shelves, Policier Smythe. The pipsqueak ain’t here. I’m sure once she’s had her fill of slumming about, the girl you’re lookin’ for will be back with her folks by teatime.”

Policier Mattos made a thoughtful noise. “You’re likely right, there. Sorry for bothering you, Mister Illari.”

“Good day, Officers.”

Finally, the Policiers’ footsteps retreated down the stairs. Mister Illari waited another minute before opening the doors to the wardrobe.

“So you’re a girl, eh?” he said. Calum was gawping at me.

I grimaced guiltily. “I should go. I don’t want to cause a fuss.”

Mister Illari scratched his balding head. “Might be a good shout.” He looked me over. “Word to the wise: listen far more than you talk until you get better at losing the noble accent.”

Calum plucked at my sleeve.

“What?” I asked.

“Your clothes are too posh,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

I held my arms out and glanced down. “They’re pretty simple,” I said defensively. They were none too clean, either.

“With no holes, no mends, and no threadbare bits?” Mister Illari shook his head. “Tut, tut, lad. You stood out a mile away. Give your clothes to Calum and we’ll give you some proper street rat clothes.”

“You’re a sly merchant,” I said. “You get a nice pair of clothes for some shoddy ones? That hardly seems fair.”

“Calum gets something he can grow into and you don’t get your throat slit one night for them to be taken off your corpse.” Mister Illari shrugged. “Seems fair enough to me.”

I gulped, remembering the two women who stole my coin. Be grateful we’re letting you go. “Fair point.”

Calum took me to his room, searching through a sack until he dragged out two threadbare shirts and a much-patched, ratty pair of trousers and left me to change. Sure enough, the mirror of the wardrobe showed a street urchin.

Back in the living room. I gave them both handshakes, still feeling awkward. Here were two people who had shown me true generosity. I wish I didn’t have to leave them so soon. “I’ll never forget what you did for me.”

“Come see me at the market for some spices.”

“I will,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Get on with you, then,” he said, waving me toward the door.

I spent the rest of the day drifting through the streets of the city, unwilling to go home but desperate for a sign of what to do next.

My feet took me toward the beach, as if they’d a mind of their own. I spotted lights up ahead, brighter than the glow of the street gas lamps. Sounds floated towards me: bright brass instruments, a low thumping of a drum, laughter, shouting, and the throaty roar of an animal. When I realized what it was, my salt-caked face split into a grin.

I dug into my pockets and took out the last coins I had to my name. I knew it was foolish to spend what little I had on the circus. Of course, I bought my ticket, and I found my way into the Circus of Magic and all that waited for me within.
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SUMMER: SKIVING

“The branches of the Twelve Trees cast the trunk and the roots in shadow. For centuries they have been our monarchs, each successive ruler chosen by blood rather than by the people. The nobility have sunshine and greenery in their fine mansions in the Emerald Bowl. They spend more wealth on one article of Vestige than many of us will make in our lifetimes. Beneath those branches, the Twelve Trees leave little more than dirt and foul humors. Sign the petition. Join the movement. Become a Forester.”

LEAFLET FOR THE FORESTER PARTY

I’m thinking of going into the city this morning,” Aenea said to me over breakfast. “Fancy coming along?”

“What about practice?” I asked, my mouth half full of porridge. My mother would be appalled.

“You deserve a day off after yesterday,” she said. I’d mastered a double backflip and was quite smug about it.

“Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know, we’ll wander. It is our last full day in Sicion, after all,” she said. “We should say our goodbyes.”

Last day in Sicion. So far, I’d only been thinking of going to Cowl and then Imachara. I’d come back to the city during the next circus season, if I was still a member. But for the next few months, at least, I’d be leaving the city where I grew up. I had the script for the pantomime propped up on the table. We’d be holding final auditions once we reached Cowl.

“Aye,” I said. “Let’s go.”

After breakfast, I went to the cart. Arik was inside, lounging on his bunk and reading. He glanced over the battered book as I grabbed my coin purse and re-laced my shoes.

“Off to the city?” he asked when Aenea came to join me. She’d changed her clothes. Her hair, usually tied up and out of the way in elaborate buns or braids, flowed freely over her shoulders. She wore a simple dress of pale green linen I’d not seen before, tied with a pink sash about the waist. I tried not to stare.

“Our muscles could use the rest,” Aenea said.

Arik closed the book. “You’ll bid your farewells to Sicion as I welcome it as home for good. That’s fitting.”

“What?” we asked at nearly the same moment.

“I’m not going to Cowl or Imachara. I’m giving my notice.”

“But what about the show?” I asked.

Aenea smiled, a little sadly. “I can do solo acts until you’re ready. Arik, are you sure?”

“It’s time, my ducks. We all know it.”

Arik put his book aside as Aenea launched herself at him. He hugged her tight and whispered something in her ear I didn’t catch.

Our triad was fracturing after it had found its balance. My uncertain future opened its jaws wider.

“Ach, don’t worry about me. Go out and enjoy yourselves, young things,” Arik said to us when Aenea pulled away. “We’ll still say our goodbyes, never fear.”

It was easier said than done. Aenea and I trudged up the beach and toward the promenade. The bright sun warmed our shoulders and the backs of our heads. The sand shifted beneath our feet, but the wind off the ocean was cool. Aenea’s dress trailed in the sand.

I never thought I’d miss skirts after being forced to wear them my entire life, but Aenea looked so lovely in her dress, I had the strange sensation of being both attracted to and envious of her. My trousers had a patch at one knee. I adjusted my cap self-consciously.

“So where are we going?” I asked.

She shrugged. “You’re from here—where’s nice?”

“Oh. Um.” My mind went blank, my stomach fluttering. We were spending the day together. Was it friendship, or something more? Already each night in my cart, I sifted through Aenea’s words during the day, searching for hidden meanings.

“Food?” I asked, and she laughed.

“I swear you’re always hungry. Yes, food first.”

We went to a pub not far from the beach, the Tipsy Pig. The walls were tobacco-stained and it was filled with older men who looked curiously at the young, unescorted couple by the window. It wasn’t exactly the nicest of establishments, but at least the food was cheap.

Our soup arrived. “What do you do in the circus off-season?” I  realized I’d never asked her before.

“This and that,” she said. “Once, I travelled to Linde. Beyond humid, but so much green! It was a nice way to spend the winter, though I haven’t been able to afford it since. Usually, I go to my parents’ place. They live in a little village not too far outside of Imachara. They’re retired circus performers. Gave it up not long after I joined. I think they felt guilty for raising me in the circus. They settled down to give me the option not to go into it.”

“So why did you?”

“You’ve been on the trapeze. You know what it’s like,” she said with a smile. “If that’s what you love to do, then living in the same tiny room in the same little village, feet always on the ground—it feels like having your wings clipped.”

That it did.

I insisted on buying her meal and drink, feeling like a gentleman. Just as I grabbed my coat, I heard a too-familiar whisper in my mind.

—Little Kedi. The Phantom Damselfly’s voice was so faint, as if she could barely reach me.

“Where to next?” Aenea asked.

—Little Kedi, the Phantom Damselfly said, more insistent. Do you see the man behind you with the wide-brimmed hat?

I chanced a peek. Sure enough, there was a man in a hat. He’d been there before we arrived, but his head turned in my direction.

—I believed that is the Shadow your family hired to find you. Shadow Elwood.

I stiffened. He had a nondescript face—medium build, height, brown hair. Something about him was instantly forgettable, even with the hat.

—You have stumbled in his path by either accident or fate. However, I think he is putting it together. He’s watching you.

He was good at pretending not to, but I felt the power of his notice.

“Micah?” Aenea nudged my shoulder.

“Oh, um,” I said, elegantly.

—What do I do? I sent the Phantom Damselfly.

—Leave. Do not act alarmed.

—Easier said than done. I’d broken out in a sweat. I’d already left alarm behind and landed on panic.

“I know where to go,” I said to Aenea, my voice strained and my smile brittle.

I shrugged on my jacket. Outside the pub, I took Aenea’s arm, and she let me. If this had remained a normal day, I’d have been elated, but I felt as though I had a rock jammed down my throat. I hoped she didn’t notice how I was shaking.

The man in the wide-brimmed hat, sure enough, followed us down the promenade. I led Aenea to the left. The man also turned left.

—Phantom Damselfly? I sent.

—Turn right. At the next block, I followed her instructions. The man in the wide-brimmed hat turned right. It could be a coincidence, but I feared it wasn’t.

—Run! I caught from the Damselfly, muted and muffled as though underwater.

I grabbed Aenea’s hand and broke into a near-trot. I didn’t know where to go or which way to turn. I felt a wordless nudge from the ghost and turned down another alleyway. Another nudge brought me left.

“What are you doing?” Aenea said, almost stumbling as she picked up her pace.

I saw a sign for a bath and laundry house to the right in my mind’s eye just before we turned a corner and came upon it. Part of me believed none of this, but I had no time to do anything but trust that the Damselfly wasn’t steering me wrong.

“In here,” I said. “Come on!”

We ducked into the laundry house. The steam hit us, hot and thick as if we stood next to a train’s engine. We swerved into rooms stuffed with warm basins of water. Washerwomen or local people cleaning their own togs worked away, chatting among themselves. Their heads rose at our noisy entrance.

“Micah,” Aenea said, half-smiling. “What are we doing?”

“Seeing how fast we can get there!” I said, panting. “Or how many people in here we can startle.”

Aenea laughed as we rushed behind the hanging sheets for cover. People’s confused expressions as we darted past made me laugh too. Despite being possibly followed by a Shadow and having a ghost in my head, I found our mad dash strangely exhilarating. The steam in my lungs, Aenea’s hand tight in mine, my legs working hard.

We reached the back entrance. I glanced behind me. No sign of the wide-brimmed hat, but I kept up at a trot until we were a few alleyways away.

“Hold on, hold on, I’ve a stitch,” Aenea gasped. “Not used to running in stays.”

I knew exactly how hard that was, though I couldn’t tell her. She was flushed from the heat of the wash house, as I must’ve been. Her curls stuck to her forehead. Her eyes were bright with mischief. She leaned against a tree, putting her hand to her chest. “Why was that so . . . fun?”

I shrugged, my heart rate slowing, and grinned.

“Where in the world were you taking us?” she asked.

I glanced about, gaining my bearings. “Ah, this way.”

We went down another block and came to the edge of the Emerald Park. It was a place I might have chosen to take Aenea on purpose. The gentle man-made hills, the false river that snaked through the middle of it, with its resident pair of swans and their half-grown cygnets trailing behind them. Trees and Penglass domes provided shade for picnics or a place to sit, read, and while away the afternoon.

“Perfect!” Aenea said, and I was glad.

As we made our way deeper into the park, I kept an eye out for that hat, though he could have easily taken it off. It’s what I would have done. The Damselfly had mentioned a man with a blurred face in her visions. Questions haunted me. Was he the Shadow? I led Aenea along a path lined with oleander bushes, my mind whirring and my stomach churning.

Had the Damselfly been right? If this Shadow had been hired by my family, and I’d simply stumbled upon him as she said, did that mean he had or hadn’t yet linked me to the circus? If he did, would he try to grab me before we set off for the capital? Instead of a leisurely last day in Sicion, it felt more like a trap about to spring shut.

“I’ve not come this far into town for ages,” Aenea said. The park was quiet despite the fine weather. She peered at me. “Are you all right?”

We’d seemingly lost the Shadow, thanks to the Damselfly.

I forced the tension from my shoulders. “I’m fine,” I said. “Better than fine. I’m here in the park on a nice day with you.”

She dimpled at me.

It was warm enough that I took off my coat, tucking it over one arm. The well-to-do milled about—the women in their bonnets, parasols hiding them from the sun, and the men in suits, cravats, and top hats. I hoped my clothing wasn’t scruffy enough to get us thrown out.

If I’d stayed in my old life, on a day like today, maybe I’d have strolled through this park in one of those bustled dresses with Oswin as we planned our nuptials. Instead, I was dressed as a man, arm in arm with a woman from the circus. I laughed softly.

“You’ve been miles away,” she said. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“Ah, I was just thinking that I didn’t exactly end up like my parents expected.”

“How did they pass?” Aenea asked, face creased in sympathy.

I swallowed, unwilling to build upon that initial lie. “You caught me out the first night. My parents aren’t dead.” The ones who raised me, anyway, I thought privately. The ones who sired and birthed me might very well be.

She nodded, satisfied. “Knew you were a runaway.”

“Guilty,” I said. “But I’m having much more fun here in the circus, with you, than I would have in my old life.”

Her cheeks stained pink.

“I mean it. My old life was a damn sight easier in a lot of ways than the circus, but I don’t think I’d trade these last few months for the world.”

Aenea glowed. “Even the dead rat and the itching powder?” An eyebrow arched, but a smile played about her lips.

“All right,” I conceded. “Maybe I’d trade those, yes.”

Aenea laughed but then sobered. Her warm arm pressed against my coat sleeve, and she smelled of rosewater and almond soap. Her eyes met mine, and it felt very like the moment in that hollowed out tree in the forest, when Oswin had looked at me just the same way.

I licked my lips, but someone glided past on a bicycle, dinging the little bell and startling us. I cleared my throat.

We heard music, and we followed it to the opposite end of the park. A street performer played a penny whistle, a collection of small Vestige figurines dancing around his ankles. He had mechanical cats, a dog, a miniature elephant, and a monkey like the one Bil had bought. The gathered children were especially entranced.

We reached one of the park exits, and I laughed and pointed to a street lamp when I spotted a familiar poster. “Look!”

The grunts had pasted posters periodically over the summer. There was R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic illustrated in ink and pen—Bil in his full ringmaster regalia, brandishing his cane at the center of his circus ring. There was Saitha, rearing on her hind legs, and Violet swiping at Tym. The clowns and acrobats were at the rear of the ring, and flying overhead were Aenea and Arik, the “fairies of the trapeze.”

“It’s already out of date, I suppose,” she said, sadly, pressing a fingertip to Arik. It was a good likeness. “Maybe they’ll replace him with a drawing of you.”

That gave me a stab of anxiety. The last thing I needed was my face plastered all over when I still had Policiers and a Shadow after me.

“Maybe next year,” I said.

Next to it were ripped flyers of the Forester Party. There was an outline of a tree, the branches labelled with the Twelve Trees of Nobility. I knew a little of them—they considered themselves anti-monarchy, and I knew Miltin in the circus sometimes went to meetings in town. I’d been in those branches, but now I rested on the roots. I’d seen how hard it was for most people, but I also wasn’t sure how the system could hope to change.

A cart sold iced cream, and I spent more coins I couldn’t spare on two dishes of it. My father used to take me to the fancy parlor not far from here now and again—it was one of the rare times we ever spent time one-on-one. Father always ordered vanilla with caramel, chocolate, walnuts, and dried cherries for both of us. No matter how many times I told him, he never seemed to remember that I didn’t like walnuts.

The iced cream was cold and sweet, the taste lingering on the roof of my mouth. Aenea sucked on her spoon, and my eyes kept being drawn to her lips. She noticed, and I glanced down at my scuffed boots.

We gave our empty glasses to the iced cream vendor and ambled along, enjoying the slower pace after the constant bustle and grind of the circus. Tomorrow would be a long day—packing everything up, loading the train, and heading up the coast to Cowl. Aenea’s arm kept comfortably brushing against mine, and eventually I took her hand again. I wished I were bold enough to kiss her. I had the feeling she’d let me, but that she also wanted me to be the one to do it.

I hadn’t paid much attention to where we were going, and with a start, I realized my feet had taken me on the familiar path home. It was risky, but I couldn’t help peering up at my family’s apartments and my old window. Was my brother up there, even now?

As if I’d conjured him, the door opened, and my brother emerged onto the street. He was so achingly familiar, I wanted to cry. The only sign that months had passed was that his arm was out of its sling. His eyes slid right past me. I felt a stab of both relief and disappointment. Had I changed so much?

Aenea had slowed to peer into one of the luminary shop windows. I made a split-second decision.

I darted forward and tapped Cyril on the shoulder. He whirled, startled, before his eyes widened in recognition.

“Gene—!”

I’d made an error, though. A gaggle of young men turned the corner onto my street, and it was none other than Oswin, Rojer, Damien, and Bart. I hadn’t seen any of them since the debutante ball. Cyril stiffened.

“Come to the circus tonight,” I whispered. “It’s our last night in Sicion. Find me after.”

“Gene—what—” he began, but I’d already turned from him and back towards Aenea.

Aenea pointed to one of the brilliant red globes as I approached. “I’ve never seen a glass globe that color before, have you?”

“It’s the most expensive color, my father always said.” I took her arm, Cyril’s gaze prickling the back of my neck. I chanced glancing over my shoulder. Rojer was clapping Cyril on the back, and Damien had his hands deep in his pockets. The resemblance to his brother was so obvious I couldn’t believe I hadn’t put it together on my own. The same blonde hair, blue eyes, and occasional air of smug superiority. Cyril was staring at me too openly.

“Do you know them?” Aenea asked, brow furrowing.

“No, not really,” I lied. “They’re customers of my parents’ store. Have to hope they don’t mention seeing me when they next pop in.”

We twisted through the streets. I searched for the Shadow’s hat, but there was no sign of it.

“Well,” Aenea said as the beach and the big top came into view. “Back to the sweat, the sand, and the sawdust.” 

“Thanks for spending the day with me,” I said.

She bumped me with her shoulder. “It was nice, wasn’t it?”

We stared at each other again as we had in the park. Her eyes were warm, and deep, and the invitation was clear as a bell.

I leaned forward, and there on the promenade, our lips met for the first time. I’d only done this once before, and so I was hesitant, but Aenea placed my hand on her waist and opened her mouth, her tongue tangling in mine. Someone whistled at our display, but I ignored them, focusing solely on Aenea.

She tasted sweet as iced cream.
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SUMMER: THE BET

“I think, even at the tail end of my career, I still had that last, heady rush before I stepped out onto the stage. Trusting your body to move exactly as it should is the same rush as a dark cloud of Lerium smoke. It curls about you and works its way deep into your lungs. I still suffer withdrawals, and I think I will until I die.”

FROM THE MEMOIRS OF THE SPARROW, AERIALIST DIANE ALBRIGHT

Arik’s bags were packed when we returned to the cart I shared with him.

Aenea’s face fell. Part of her must have hoped Arik might yet change his mind and at least stay until the end of the season. My stomach sank as well.

I noticed his bandaged knee. “You’re hurt!”

He smirked. “No more so than usual. I ended up pleading an injury instead of outright giving notice. Alas, this injury has cut short my dwindling career.” He placed the back of his hand against his forehead in mock distress.

“And Bil believed you?” Aenea asked.

Arik laughed. “I may have hired Dr. Hollybranch in town to write me a note confirming my condition for only a small parting of coin.”

I had kept my distance from Dr. Hollybranch, the resident physician for the circus when it was in Sicion. He was the illegitimate half-brother of the current Lord Holly, who had probably paid for his medical training.

“You’re missing the final performance,” I said.

Arik pressed his lips together. “I know. I was planning to head off tomorrow. But this morning, as soon as I saw Bil’s face was dark as a thunderstorm at breakfast, I wasn’t sure if he’d even let me go if I tried to give proper notice today. I found myself unable to face another night.”

I knew what he meant. Bil had grown even more mercurial in the last few weeks, and I’d seen less and less of Frit. It made me uneasy, though I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

“I think it’ll be easier this way,” he said. “My head might not be in it today, whereas yesterday was such a great show that I’ll know for sure I went out on a high. It’s the best goodbye for me. It’s what I want.”

Aenea blinked back tears.

“Now, now, don’t cry,” he said, stroking her hair. “This is a happy day. Much as I’ve loved my time here with you, it’s better I go out now.”

“You’ve been like an uncle to me,” Aenea said, voice thick.

“And you’re the niece I never had. You know where I stay, so don’t be a stranger when you’re in Sicion.”

“I won’t,” she said, wiping her eyes.

“And you too, Micah. We may not have known each other long, but I’ve become quite fond of you. You’ll be taking over for me properly in no time.”

That was kind of him; we all knew it’d take me years to get anywhere near his skills. “I’ve become quite fond of you, too, Regar Bupnik.”

Arik sputtered. “Aenea! You promised never to tell anyone else my name!”

“Oh come on, old man, Micah doesn’t count, surely?”

“I suppose not.” Arik hugged me, nice and firm, and I found myself weepy, even though I’d known him only a few months. I’d miss him.

Arik limped to the big top to say goodbye to everyone, while Aenea and I walked into the tent hand in hand.

There were a couple of raised eyebrows at our intertwined fingers—Drystan’s among them—but no one seemed particularly surprised.

Bil was red in the face, which meant that he was angry. It was when his face went purple, as when Mara challenged him, that someone was in for a thrashing.

“So there’s a major hiccough in tonight’s plan, obviously,” Bil said after Arik left, pointing his cane for emphasis. “The last night in a city is supposed to be one of the best performances, but now we’re missing half our final act.”

He wasn’t taking the news well, then. All eyes fell on Aenea and me.

“I can perform fine on my own,” Aenea said, undeterred. “I’ve done solo acts before.”

“The poster has two performers flying over my head! There must, therefore, be two bloody performers!”

He sounded like a large, hairy child having a tantrum. I half expected him to stamp his foot.

“Sometimes these things happen,” Aenea said, keeping her voice even. “Can’t always plan for injuries.”

“I let you take on this whelp and train him up because I knew Arik was wearing at the seams. Can’t he perform yet?”

“He’s only been with us two months,” Aenea protested.

“I saw you both the other day. He’s learned quickly.”

“Not quickly enough that I would trust him to catch me sixty feet off the ground!”

I knew she was right, but I was still a bit hurt at that.

“Bil, don’t be hasty,” Drystan said, standing up from the gaggle of clowns. “It’d be bad form if we ended our last circus in Sicion with an . . . accident.” He let the word hang in the air.

Bil’s face came dangerously close to mauve.

“Why don’t we have Aenea and Micah practice the final act this afternoon?” Drystan said, trying to salvage Bil’s complexion. “They can try a modified version of the final trapeze act with nets. If they make it through without mishap, then they perform tonight.”

“Without nets,” Bil said, his face lightening a shade. He scratched his chin. I’d already learned that Bil did like a wager.

I smiled at Drystan gratefully, and he stuck his tongue out at me in response. Ever the clown.

“Do you both agree to the terms?” Bil asked.

“Yes,” I said immediately. “Yes, yes, yes.”

Aenea hesitated, and I looked at her, pleadingly. “Aenea, I can do this,” I said.

“Let’s see how you do at practice,” she said, eventually, and she squeezed my palm. Excited as I was, my stomach fluttered. Holding her hand here by the ring was one thing, but doing it sixty feet in the air would be quite another.



• • •

Before my test began, I lingered near Bil and Frit’s carts.

I’d wanted nothing more than to perform since I’d joined the circus, and I’d been so swept up in Arik’s goodbye and the trial over whether Aenea and I could perform together that I’d forgotten about the other dangers that stalked me.

—Damselfly, I’d thought in the direction of the carts, still feeling a little strange about it. Ghost!

I sensed nothing. I suspected it’d taken a lot of power to warn me about the Shadow. No small part of myself still wondered if I’d somehow invented a danger when there was none.

—Damselfly, I tried again. Will the Shadow be here tonight? Is it foolish to walk out on that ring, with all eyes on me? Or should I run?

Only the sounds of the grunts putting up the carnival tents and the far-off crash of the waves responded.

I gripped my hair in frustration. —What do you want? Answer me!

—I cannot help you yet, came the quietest voice in my head. Neither you nor I are strong enough. This next part you must do on your own. Soon enough, you will see that all I tell you is true. You are Chimaera, and you are more powerful than you know.

I balled my fists. Was she toying with the only person who could hear her for her own amusement? —Then I want nothing more to do with you. Stop speaking to me. I’ve no magic, and I’m not Chimaera. I’m not the one you’re looking for.

—As you wish, she said, her voice fading on the wind. When you have realized the truth, you will call for my aid, and I will answer. And then we will begin. My awareness of her faded.

Disturbed yet relieved, I headed to the big top to warm up. My first flip made me dizzy, as always, but the vertigo quickly passed. I glanced up at the trapeze in trepidation. Had it truly been two months ago I’d been foolish enough to jump and catch a trapeze with no training?

We climbed the rope ladders. Across the way, Aenea’s face was a pale circle and a smudge of brown hair. The nets spread out below us like a web. It was so much higher. I had practiced until my muscles ached and trembled and withstood the circus ignoring me, all for this. For another chance to fly.

“Combination one,” Aenea called across to me.

“On three!” I called back, clutching the trapeze bar.

“One . . . two . . . three!”

We jumped.

The warm air of the circus tent swished past my face. I held my legs rigid, my toes pointing toward the performers below. My stomach dipped as I swung.

I kicked and pulled myself into a sitting position on the bar. Beneath my shirt, my muscles had grown more defined and the little bit of fat I had around my stomach and thighs had disappeared. My already small breasts were flatter, which I was glad about, though I still bandaged them to be safe.

Aenea and I swept past each other, both of us hanging onto the trapeze with one arm. I flipped backwards so that I hung inverted by the crook of my knees. I swung until I hit the peak of my arc, held there for a glorious, near-weightless moment, and then rocked down, picking up speed.

Here was the crux. We’d practiced this routine plenty of times, ten to fifteen feet from the floor on lowered trapezes. At this point, I could almost do it blindfolded. But this time, though we had nets below us, we wore no harnesses or extra ropes. I had to be in the right position at the exact time, but she also had to trust me and hold out her arms at the perfect moment. At ten feet, at thirty feet, or at sixty, as if there was no difference at all. I reached out—

Aenea leapt, stretched, and her hands caught my wrists as mine gripped hers. We flew through the air, me taking her weight. I grinned down at her and she beamed back just as widely. I could feel her pulse in my fingertips.

We finished and bowed on our respective platforms. The circus folk below hooted and clapped. Someone whistled shrilly. On a whim, I walked across the tightrope. Unlike my audition, this time I was upright, chest proud, arms spread. 

Aenea shifted to make room for me as I joined her on the other side. “You have a bit of a flair for the dramatic, don’t you, Micah Grey?”

I wasn’t sure if she was angry at me or not until she cracked a smile. “Good job.”

“I had the best teachers.”

She turned and began to climb down the ladder. I followed, my spirits as high as the tightrope.

Bil slapped us on the backs when we reached the ground.

“You’ve been busy, little starlings!” he said. “Looks like we have a final act.”
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SUMMER: THE NEWEST PERFORMER

“We all have that one show that goes down as the best show we’ve ever done—where the atmosphere, the technique, the audience, the lights, everything just fell into place, and it was so perfect that we wish we could go back and re-perform it whenever we liked. We all also have that one show that haunts us.”

FROM THE MEMOIRS OF THE SPARROW, AERIALIST DIANE ALBRIGHT

I feared I looked ridiculous in my costume.

It was one of Arik’s. We were of a similar height, but his shoulders were wider than mine and the ankles of his leggings sagged. Frit helped take in the seams.

“What are these for?” she asked, touching the bandages around my chest, as if she didn’t already know. The bandages weren’t visible, but she could feel them. I pulled back from her touch.

“Violet grazed me the other week,” I said.

“Is that why you needed something for the pain?” she asked. Her eyes were as shrewd as the night I’d caught her with her hand deep in the circus safe. She didn’t like that I knew her secret any more than I liked that she knew a version of mine.

“Yes,” I lied. My heart was hammering beneath the bandages. At least now that Arik was gone, I no longer had to wake up so early, hunching in the darkest corner of the cart and hoping he wouldn’t wake as I adjusted the strips of cloth beneath my shirt. They were uncomfortable, the skin beneath usually chafed and red.

“Hmm,” she said, and threaded the needle. She left as soon as she’d finished, and I sagged in relief.

Aenea entered and took me in. She was wearing the costume that had fringe along the bottom, which shimmered as she moved. I liked that one best.

“Do I look silly?” I asked.

She took my hands in hers. “You look the part. You don’t have to do this if you don’t feel ready. Bil will huff, but he will listen if I put my foot down. We should at least put the nets back up.”

I squeezed her hands. “I’ve been climbing since I was ten, and you’ve taught me well. We should be fine.” Part of me wanted to take her up on the offer of the net, but I also knew Bil would judge me for it, and I needed to impress him.

She took a deep breath. “If you’re sure. Come, let’s put your face on.”

I watched her expression as she applied the paint. “You have rather delicate features for a man.”

I stuck my tongue out at her to cover my nerves. “Is that a bad thing?”

“I like it. Don’t fret.”

My gaze settled on Aenea’s lips. I wanted to kiss her, but when I tried, she ducked away. “You’ll smear!”

I pouted, and she told me off for that, too.

“Done,” she said, setting the brush aside. “There.”

We looked in her mirror. I was nearly pale as Drystan in his stage paint. She’d redrawn my eyebrows so that the inner edges went up, making me seem apprehensive.

“They’re not very even,” she tutted. “Sisters rather than twins.”

“I like it. Don’t fret,” I mimicked.

She painted herself next, and I enjoyed watching the fairy of the trapeze emerge. I lingered backstage as everyone readied for their acts. It was surreal to think that soon enough, I’d finally enter the ring as a proper performer.

Dot told me to “break a bone,” instead of wishing me luck, and a tumbler even clapped me on the shoulder. I was officially one of them, now.

My unease grew as each act came on. I peeked out of the tent flap and saw Cyril sitting in the expensive seats. I stretched my muscles and tried to keep my breathing even. I searched for the Shadow, but if he was there, he’d been smart enough to take off his hat and blend into the crowd.

Aenea ran her fingers along my arm when she noticed I was shaking, then wrapped her arms around me. I leaned my head on her shoulder as the circus gramophone played and the audience watched the show.

Finally, it was our turn for the last act. The grand finale.

Aenea and I dusted chalk on our palms. “Here we go,” she said.

We walked onto the ring, and the lights hit my eyes, dazzling me. My mind floated, but my body knew what to do. Aenea and I climbed our respective ladders toward the platforms. The gramophone played its cheery, brassy tunes. I searched for Cyril, but he was merely another dot in the crowd. I grabbed my trapeze. Aenea nodded at me from across the big tent and we swung from our platforms.

The wooden bar of the trapeze was smooth beneath my chalked fingers. My eyes caught the glare of the bright glass globes. My ears rang. I reached the peak of my swinging, flipped upside down on my bar, and began the descent. A touch of vertigo spun away in my chest. I reached for Aenea.

Aenea flipped from her trapeze. That aching moment stretched, and then I caught her wrists. She climbed onto my trapeze and we swung, back and forth, back and forth, before she jumped to her own trapeze, flipping around the wooden bar with flair.

I resisted the urge to whoop with triumph. It’d all gone perfectly. 

After the trapeze act was finished, Aenea grabbed her parasol from the platform and crossed the tightrope. I hung from my trapeze with one knee, arms and leg posed, feet pointed. She looked so delicate, like a gust of wind could blow her away. She met my gaze and lost her balance slightly. I gasped, powerless from my perch. She was right in the middle of the tightrope.

The parasol danced toward the ground. Aenea was flapping her arms, still somehow graceful, as she desperately tried to keep her balance. It was no use. 

She fell.

I cried out, and the audience below gasped.

Working on only instinct, I felt a spark in my chest, and I reached for something deep within me. Time slowed as it had in the Pavillion of Phantoms. But this, I knew, wasn’t from the Damselfly.

This was from me.

Aenea glanced up, positioning herself with aching slowness, but I knew it wasn’t enough. She would still tumble to the ground like a leaf in autumn.

Desperate, I clutched that spark within me tighter, and I pushed—

Aenea’s hand lashed out and caught the rope. Sweat cut rivulets through her white makeup as she hung, feet dangling.

But she shouldn’t have been able to grip the rope. She had fallen too fast, and her arm hadn’t been close enough. Had it?

Her other hand reached up. She panted. Cheers erupted beneath her. Most of them probably thought it was part of the act.

“Aenea,” I swung onto one of the wooden platforms. “Do you need help?”

“No, no, I’m all right,” she said, her voice faint. She folded her body up and wrapped her legs around the rope and made her way across like I had when I’d auditioned. When she stepped onto the platform, I hugged her tight. More applause sounded from below. I cupped her face in my hands, careless of everyone watching.

“Are you all right? What happened?” She was shaking, and so was I.

“I just slipped. It’s fine. I always catch myself. It makes the show more interesting, doesn’t it?” Her smile quivered. “Let’s get down from here.”

“You first.” She nodded, and I followed.

Had that moment stretched because of my fear, or had it been like in the Pavillion of Phantoms, when the ghost had somehow stopped time? Aenea had seemed to have more time to react and catch herself. I didn’t know, or care. I was simply glad she was safe.

When we reached the ground, she grabbed my hand and we both held our arms aloft and bowed. The big top audience stamped their feet, startling Saitha over in the animal tent into a trumpet. We near-fled from the stage, but within moments, we returned to the ring for the grand finale bow with all the other performers. When I rose, I found Cyril’s face in the crowd. My brother was beaming at me. I was proud of what I’d done, but the entire performance was soured by what had almost gone so deadly wrong.
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SUMMER: SIBLINGS

“The circus is a family you choose, and a family you don’t. I never fought as viciously with my brother as I did with my trapeze partner. And yet they are my kin, just as much or more than any blood relation. I have been sister, mother, aunt, cousin. Now I am a grandmother, for even though I have never borne a child, I have raised so many on this trapeze, and they, in turn, trained others. Yet now it is time for me to step away and let the future generations shine.”

FROM THE MEMOIRS OF THE SPARROW, AERIALIST DIANE ALBRIGHT

I threw my coat over my costume as I left the big top. I’d hastily scrubbed most of the paint from my face. Aenea had left right after the performance, not meeting anyone’s eyes. She’d be in her cart, and while I wanted nothing more than to comfort her, I had to find my brother first.

I searched the funfair. The merry-go-round had a queue that snaked around several stalls. I pushed through, and another man in a bowler hat almost tripped me as he hurried past. I ducked to avoid one of the dolls Rian juggled for three little girls with ribbons in their hair.

Where was Cyril?

Finally, I spotted his familiar stride. He raised his hand, and I waited in the damp sand for my brother to catch up to me before leading him to my cart.

Cyril swept me into a tight hug, not caring that I smelled of sweat and that he was getting greasepaint all over his cheek and the neck of his coat. I squeezed him back just as hard. He was here. He was really here.

“Cyril,” I murmured into the neck of his coat. “I’ve missed you.”

He released my shoulders and gazed down at me, though he didn’t have to duck far. We were almost of a height.

“You look so different,” he said, tousling my hair.

“And you’re exactly the same,” I said. His golden locks curled about his face, and his cheeks were flushed from the sea breeze.

I hugged him again, breathing in Cyril’s comforting smell and the lavender soap that the servants used to wash our clothes. He smelled like home.

“It was such a shock to see you the other day,” he said. “And then tonight . . . wow, Gene. Just wow. You were incredible.”

I caught him up on everything, glossing over the Damselfly, the crueler pranks of my hazing, the fact Frit might know who I was, or that I suspected a Shadow had followed me.

“It all sounds magical,” Cyril said, dazed. “You’ve found somewhere. You’ve made your place in the world, like you always wanted.”

“What’s it been like for you?”

His smile faded. “Well, not easy.”

“Why?”

“Mother and Father are in a spot of trouble. You were in the newspapers, you know.”

I nodded. “I saw. But if anyone’s figured it out here, they haven’t turned me in, and I think they would have by now.”

“Well, the Constabulary fined them for not reporting you sooner. And Mother has been beside herself.”

I blinked at him in surprise. “I thought she’d be relieved, really.”

Cyril shook his head. “She’s taken it hard.” His pupils were wide in the dim night. “She can be tough on us, Gene, but she’s barely left her bed, and she’s developed a cough that won’t go away. She finished off the laudanum for my arm. She ranted at me once while she was on it. She realized you must have overheard about the surgery. She blames herself.”

“I mean, she should,” I muttered, but guilt spread through me all the same.

“What she did was definitely wrong, and I’d never defend her for it. But I am worried. She seems . . . really unwell.”

“Is she worried, or is she frightened?”

“What do you mean?”

“That Doctor gave them a lot of money for me. What if he’s discovered I’ve run away?”

He considered. “Maybe, but I don’t think it’s only that, Gene.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. “And Father?”

Cyril shrugged. “He seems much the same, and he’s sharp as ever in court, but when he’s home, he basically never leaves his study.”

“That’s not much different than before,” I pointed out.

“True.” He licked his lips. “I know you’ve really made something of yourself here but . . . would you ever consider coming home? Even long enough to let them know you’re all right?”

Even the thought of stepping into those apartments made me want to panic.

“I’m not Iphigenia Laurus anymore. I’m not even Gene,” I said. “I’m Micah Grey. A proper aerialist in the circus. This is where I want to be, and this is where I’ll stay. I can’t go back. Not even for one night.”

Cyril’s shoulders slumped. “I understand. Felt I had to try.”

I laid my hand on his shoulder. “I need you to do me one more favor.”

“What?”

“You need to make them give up the Shadow. I think he got close. Convince them it’s not worth the expense.”

He frowned. “Gene . . . they did give up the Shadow. Weeks ago.”

“What?” I said, faintly.

“Yeah,” he said. “After the fine, they couldn’t afford his fee.”

My mind whirred. Had the Phantom Damselfly only been toying with me, and that man in the wide-brimmed hat hadn’t been a Shadow at all? Or was he there on another case and it had been a coincidence? But he had followed us until we’d given him the slip . . . hadn’t he?

“Gene—I mean, Micah?” I glanced up at his use of my new name. “When will I see you again?”

“You’ll be coming to Imachara soon enough for studies, won’t you?”

“Yes,” he said. “In the spring.”

I took his hand and squeezed. “Then I’ll see you then, and we’ll have a few weeks, at least, before I have to come back to Sicion for the start of the next circus season.”

He nodded. “It’s so long away.”

“It’ll go by in a blink. Don’t worry about me, Cyril. I’ve landed on my feet.”

He stayed a while longer and we spoke of lighter things. Anna was engaged to a man a little older than us, a Lord Hazel. A second son, but with a fine income and a house in the countryside with a grand greenhouse. I was pleased for her. I thought about asking if Oswin was promised to anyone else yet, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to learn the answer. 

When Cyril finally left, I crept from my cart and followed him, watching his back as he strode up the beach towards the city. Despite everything, it was all I could do not to run after him.

But he had his place, and I’d found mine.
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SUMMER: FAREWELL TO SICION

“Searchers find what they seek through the regulations of the Constabulary, working closely with Policiers. Shadows appear on their heels almost immediately and sometimes take a more . . . flexible approach to the law. While sometimes their methods are fruitful and aid existing investigations, many others believe they steal money from Elada’s citizens and lessen the implicit trust in the law of the land.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

A half-dismantled circus is a pathetic sight. Collapsed tents wilted on the sand. The horses of the carousel piled into a cart unceremoniously. Everything was broken down and stored away with brisk efficiency.

Everyone, whether grunt, barker, or performer, lent a hand. Even so, it took all day and long into the evening to pack up possessions, to link the carts together into a caravan, and to dismantle the tents. Bil hired several mudlarks to pick up the garbage, and they scuttled about, throwing anything flammable into the fire and leaving a long trail of smoke.

My cart was one of the last ones to leave the beach, and I turned back. We’d swept the sand back over the bedrock of the big top ring. Where the circus had camped for two months, nothing remained but scattered sawdust, footprints, and tracks in the sand.

We drove our carts to the train station, rattling through the cobbled streets. Bil, ever the entrepreneur, turned it into a parade, of course. Saitha pulled Bil’s carts at the front, occasionally trumpeting to add to the sounds of music from the gramophone, the jingle of bells attached to the wheels, and the clop of the extra horses Bil had rented that morning. The accommodation wagons had been parked so close together, I’d almost forgotten that the sides were brightly painted with scenes from the circus in the same style as the posters. Balloons floated from the tops of each cart, and people gathered and waved at us as we passed.

They wouldn’t miss us for long. Riley & Batheo’s Circus of Curiosities would be coming soon enough to the Grand Hippodrome in the city center, with their three-ringed circus and twice as many acts and animals. We were the taster circus, and it rankled Bil to no end. The ringmaster’s rival group wouldn’t stay long in Sicion and would be performing in Imachara a few weeks after we arrived. When it did, business would drop off sharply, even if we cut prices.

At the train station, Bil the ringmaster turned into Bil the train master. The locomotive steamed like a dragon. The animals were loaded in the first two cars behind the engine, where the ride was the smoothest, one car for prey and one for predators. The animals growled and squawked as they were loaded—Violet even swiped at Tym in annoyance.

Bags and boxes were stacked floor-to-ceiling in train cars, tied down with rope. Without the room to sprawl, I realized just how many things a circus required—animal feed alone needed a substantial amount of space. Costumes, props, tent canvases, the trapeze, balance beams, practice mats, personal wagons, Karg’s barbells, and so much more.

Mid-afternoon was nearly evening by the time we’d finished loading everything. Finally, we crammed into the passenger cars and left Sicion behind.

The train’s engine started at a slow roll. Excitement and nerves bloomed in my belly as the train gained speed.

Next to us, Mrs. Lemon and Bethany chatted about the places they’d visit in Imachara. Madame was desperate for new dresses, and she said the tailors were much better there.

“I couldn’t give two huffs about dresses—I can’t wait to go to proper pubs and restaurants,” Bethany said. “I heard that a new circus and vaudeville has started up in Imachara and means to be based there year-round. Headed by that Alan Nickleby fellow.”

“No,” Madame gasped. “Has Bil heard yet?”

“I’m sure he has, if I know,” Bethany said. “My gentleman friend wrote to me about it. He says I should join, so I can be nearer.”

“Gentleman friend, eh?” Madame asked, archly. “He doesn’t mind the moustache?”

Bethany batted her eyes from behind her fan. “He loves it.”

“As he should. What do you think Bil will do about the vaudeville act? More competition.”

I peeked and Bethany shrugged, flicking her eyes toward me. We all studiously pretended not to eavesdrop. “We better hope this pantomime act pays off. Otherwise, some of us might jump ship.” She stroked her moustache thoughtfully.

“The big circuses, they don’t have folk like us,” Madame said, nervous. “They don’t consider the freakshows classy enough. Not like those trapeze artists and that.” Madame pitched her voice louder. I opened my eyes, blew a raspberry at her, and pretended to return to sleep. Madame and Bethany chuckled.

“Hnngh,” Tauro said behind me. Aenea and I turned. The late evening light picked up the downy hair of his face and the pits and crevices of his skin. His nostrils flared as he breathed, and his eyes were a deep golden brown. If the circus failed, he might not have anywhere to go except a work shelter. I’d learned that he understood a lot more than he let on. I reached over and clasped Tauro’s warm hand. He squeezed it and settled into his seat, closing his eyes with a snuffle.

Juliet and Poussin the human chicken whispered to each other, though I didn’t catch what they said.

I settled into my seat, chewing my lip. I’d finally been accepted, and yet part of me wondered if I should cut my losses and flee. Perhaps I should probably attempt to join something like that vaudeville. Sicion was risky, as running into Cyril and his friends had proved. Few knew me in Imachara. I knew I wasn’t a good enough aerialist yet, though. I needed more time.

Aenea settled against my shoulder. Our hands intertwined, I rested my lips against the top of her head, inhaling the warm, almost spicy scent of her hair. I still wasn’t quite sure what was happening between us. I both wanted more and feared it. I knew the main reason I wouldn’t leave: she was right next to me. 

As Aenea slept against my side, I stared out the window and watched Sicion pass by. In the poorer parts of town, Penglass domes were painted with malformed animals and scrawled rude words. Within a week, the paint would flake off and leave the surface pristine until someone did it again. Occasionally, the sun would backlight the Penglass, illuminating the train car with a soft, blue glow. If I squinted at the structures, Though the glass was opaque, I thought I could see shapes lurking within, but perhaps it was only a trick of the light.

The train topped a rise and the center of Sicion lay below us. The dual spires of the cathedrals of the Sun and Moon grasped toward the sky, one painted light and the other dark. I felt another pang of homesickness, of regret, and then we passed a bend and left the city behind.

Buildings turned into old warehouses and ramshackle apartments. To my right was the endless plate of iron-grey sea as we headed north, and to my left were brown and grey hills. Golden grasses mingled with the twisted, stubborn trees that crouched in thin soil scattered among the rocks. Few visited the coastline of Elada for the scenery.

Drystan grew restless, pacing up and down the train, peering out of the window. He perched on the back of the seats in front of Aenea and me. Aenea cracked open her eyes.

“If there’s a lurch in the train, you’ll fall on us.”

“Wanna play?” His pack of cards appeared out of thin air. Aenea looked at him coolly, and Drystan batted his eyelashes in response. I felt distinctly caught in the middle.

I learned to play “Beggar My Neighbor,” “The Oldest Hag,” and we dusted off our skills at rummy. Drystan roundly beat us, aside from an occasional fit of pity. Aenea was better than me. She won a hand or two, and I had the feeling they were hard-won and that she desperately wanted to beat Drystan.

“You’re both cheating,” I said churlishly when I lost yet again.

They smirked in response, confirming my suspicions.

“Teach me how!”

Drystan reshuffled the pack and taught me the basics of card counting. How to slip a valuable card up your sleeve if you suspected you’d need it the next round, and how to distract your opponent. My head spun from trying to take it in.

“How’d you learn this?” I asked Aenea, who hid and produced cards as if by magic.

“I grew up in the circus,” she said by way of answer, shrugging a shoulder.

“Right. And you, Drystan?”

“I worked with a stage magician for a few years.” My curiosity deepened, but as I opened my mouth to ask more, he gave a short, sharp jerk of his head. He wouldn’t give me any more than that.

We sped along the coast toward the little village of Cowl. We played until the sun bid us farewell over the horizon and it grew too dark to see anything outside our window. Eventually, we grew tired of cards, and I grew tired of losing.

Drystan didn’t leave. Instead, he squeezed in between us and promptly fell asleep, or pretended to with his head resting against my shoulder. Aenea rolled her eyes at me as I shifted uncomfortably.

“I seem to be everyone’s pillow today,” I said, softly. “Though I wouldn’t have thought myself very comfortable.”

“It’s sweet, I suppose. He rarely takes a shine to anyone.” Aenea’s voice was too light.

“Mm,” I said. 

After a time, Aenea fell asleep against Drystan, and I bore both their weights against my left shoulder.

In the past, I’d always have a book to pass the time during train journeys, but Arik had taken his books with him, and I had none of my own. I rifled through my pack, trying not to disturb them, and took out the little figurine Mister Illari had given me, what felt like years ago. I ran a finger over the contours of the carved stone as I stared out of the window.

“What’s that?” Aenea asked softly.

I clasped my hands about the statue, startled. I didn’t realize she’d woken, and I had the sneaking suspicion that Drystan was only pretending to snooze.

She shifted upright. “Come on, let me see.”

I passed it to her, feeling as if she’d caught me doing something a little naughty. She ran her fingers over the statue’s crude face. “What is it?”

“A friend gave it to me. It’s a Kedi, a demigod.”

“Hmm,” she said, tilting it in her hands.

“A Kedi is both male and female,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Some believe that it is the sole creature that is ever complete.”

Aenea frowned slightly. “Huh.”

I hunched my shoulders, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Does the Kedi have any magical powers? Like a siren and her song?”

“Not sure. The man who gave it to me said some were Chimaera, even if they looked human enough.”

She settled into her seat. “Do you think they were real?”

“Maybe.” I hesitated, and then said, “Every island has myths about Chimaera. What if they’re still here, but hiding?”

On the other side of the carriage, Juliet the Leopard Lady gave me a sharp glare, then glanced away. I’d not spoken to her alone since I’d seen her visiting the cyrinx. Sometimes, I wondered if she was deliberately avoiding me. She and the other ‘freaks’ often kept to themselves.

Aenea giggled. “You mean humans that bundle their wings under coats and hide horns beneath top hats?”

I took the figurine from her and returned it to my pack, vaguely disappointed. I’d hoped she’d have been more intrigued by the Kedi, considering she was possibly courting one.

When I glanced across the carriage, Juliet was still staring at me, unblinking, her eyes shining as golden as Violet’s.
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SUMMER: COWL

“Elada’s coast is dotted with countless fishing villages, most of which have been there, in some form or another, for hundreds of years. Before the unification of Elada, plenty were attacked by raiders from neighboring kingdoms. They lived, they fished, and they did their best to survive. They knew their cottages might be razed by storms or raiders alike. They rebuilt with the same stoicism. Borders might be drawn around them, or their taxes might go to different governments. Even today, many in the smaller villages like Whitefish, Cowl, or Ava care little for who sits on the throne—they care far more whether the nets are full enough that they can eat their supper.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

We arrived at Cowl late that night.

The train, luckily, was stopping until morning, so we only had to unload our carts, the animals, and enough food and supplies to cook a hasty meal. The carousel and funfair tents would remain in storage until Imachara, but we’d all have to chip in at the crack of dawn to put up the big top.

Aenea made me stretch and flip a few somersaults along the beach as we waited for our midnight meal. She walked along the damp sand on her hands.

“Why stop at Cowl in particular?” I asked her after she did one last flip and we returned to our makeshift camp. The sand was darker here, almost black. Cowl was a cluster of crumbling buildings with thatched rather than slated roofs. Even in the moonlight, I caught the badly patched cracks in the granite and the oilskin windows. It was as if we’d stepped into the past by a century.

“It’s as good a village as any to practice our new acts for Imachara. They’re insular folk, difficult to please. If we make them laugh and clap, then we know that Imachara will like it.”

“Why are they difficult?” I asked.

“They have hard lives. The soil is bad, so it’s hard to grow anything. Used to be a mining village, but most of the coal has dried up. There’s fishing, and some trade, but not much else.”

“Ah.” We reached camp, loaded our trenchers with a slop of lentils, carrots, peas, and bits of ham, and settled close to the bonfire.

Bil didn’t make his usual late-night pep talk. Candlelight glowed from his carts and the tent. As I went to my cart to sleep, I heard angry voices. Another fight with Frit.

Now that the cart was my own, it was a rare freedom to undress without fear of someone seeing me. I took off the bandages around my chest and soaked them in a bucket of water with a lump of lye soap. I scrubbed, rinsed, and then hung them haphazardly about the cart. I cleaned myself next. The skin on my chest stung horribly. I needed to stop tying the bandages so tight.

Hesitantly, I touched my chest. My breasts just fit into the palm of my hand, warm and surprisingly heavy. They moved uncomfortably as I stretched and twisted, trying to see the rest of my body. I yearned for a full-length mirror.

Though the muscles of my abdomen were well defined like a man’s, my waist tapered, and I had slight hips. Hair had sprouted underneath my arms and in a faint line on my stomach. I explored all parts of me. This was my body. Strong, different, but beautiful.

With a sigh, I rubbed some lotion onto the skin of my chest. 

I tormented myself with questions. What would I have looked like if I’d allowed the surgery to go through? More like a woman? Like Aenea? I let that thought distract me. I’d only seen her in her performance clothes, but that was enough to spur my imagination. My hands slipped lower.

“Micah?” a voice called from outside. I started and swore softly under my breath. Aenea. Impeccable timing.

“Just . . . just a moment!” I grabbed a long linen shirt, put it on, and jumped into a pair of breeches. I grabbed my damp bandages and glanced around in a panic before stuffing them underneath Arik’s old pallet.

“What is it? Is anything the matter?” My words came out sharp.

“Can I . . . come in?” She sounded hesitant.

“Y—yes,” I said, heart hammering. “Of course. Sorry.”

She ducked her head as she entered. She’d just washed, and her hair fell about her face in half-dry ringlets. She wore her crane-patterned dressing gown.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said, sighing as she sat on my bed. “Went to bathe and then saw your light. Do you mind me calling?”

“Of course not.” I sat next to her, the straw of the pallet crunching beneath my weight. My stomach fluttered and I didn’t know what to do with my hands.

“Is it nice having the place to yourself?” she asked.

“I miss Arik. Don’t miss his snoring.”

She laughed. “Be kind. He broke his nose thrice.”

“True.”

We lapsed into silence. I listened to her breathing, and the faint sound of the wind and waves outside.

“It still gets to me, you know.” Aenea stared at the light of the gas lamp burning on top of my trunk.

“What does?”

“Almost falling,” she whispered.

I tried to block out the image of the parasol trailing to the ground, of the sight of her barely dangling by one hand from the tightrope. What I might have done to help her. I hadn’t felt that spark in myself since, even when I tried my hardest to reach for it.

“I was terrified,” I said.

She leaned against me, slightly. “I thought it was nothing—another almost-accident. But tonight, when I tried to sleep—I couldn’t. I kept remembering it. That moment seemed to stretch out forever.”

Had it?

I put my arm around her, worried she’d pull away, but she leaned into me, resting her cheek on my collarbone. I could feel the ridges of her strong shoulder muscles through the thin fabric of her dressing gown. I felt her breathing and heard her heartbeat, just as quick and nervous as my own. She tilted her head up toward mine—

Her lips were warm and soft. I sat there stiffly, my heart hammering in my ears. I pursed my lips, hesitantly. Kissing Aenea was different than Oswin. Her arm wrapped around my neck and pulled me closer. Her other hand rested on my ribcage, below my unbound breasts. I felt a stirring between my legs, and a hardening of my nipples.

I tensed, and she broke the kiss.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Should I not have . . . ?” She chewed the corner of her lip. Distracting.

I shook my head. “Sorry. I’ve . . . I’ve not done this much. I’m doing it wrong, aren’t I?”

“You keep apologizing tonight.” She laughed softly, still close. “Not bad. Care to try again?”

Her lips touched mine. Her hair cascaded forward and covered our faces. Dizzy with the scent of her skin, I moved forward, and my teeth bumped lightly against hers. She giggled, the sound echoing in my mouth. I cradled her face with my palms. Aenea twined a hand in my hair, the other resting on the back of my neck. She smelled of sea salt and sweet almond soap.

The kiss lasted a moment, an age. We broke apart, and I smiled at her, dazed. Aenea laughed again at my expression. I blushed. I took her strong, calloused hand in mine, which was now nearly as rough as hers. I no longer had a lady’s hands.

“I’m new at all of this,” I whispered. 

Her eyebrows rose. “I find that surprising.”

“Why?” She drew me closer.

“You’re rather handsome.” 

My face warmed. “Never thought I was much to look at.” As a woman, I finished. Had she noticed what was beneath my loose shirt and not cared? I was afraid to ask.

“You caught my eye when I first saw you.”

A warm glow kindled in my stomach. “A bedraggled urchin who jumped into the air sixty feet above ground?”

“Yes. It was foolish, but brave. I knew you wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“I think I knew I’d be able to find myself here, rather than the person my parents wanted me to be.” Though even here, I couldn’t be all of me. I wasn’t sure I knew how.

She leaned on an elbow and gazed down at me, her damp hair curling about her face.

“I’m—I’m not ready for more just yet,” I admitted. She nodded and pressed her lips to mine again. Our bodies didn’t touch, but I sensed the warmth of her skin. We trailed fingertips across faces and along each other’s necks, unslaked desire shivering between us, like a promise to be kept.

After a time, we drew apart, curled on the pallet, and simply talked. The conversation meandered. We learned more about each other. While I had to weave more lies, I tried to interlace the truth as much as I could.

When she eventually gave me a last kiss and went back to her cart, I hoped that next time, I’d be that bit braver.
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SUMMER: THE ROLES WE PLAY

“Gather around, both the young and the old

To hear a tale of love richer than gold.

Of a young princess virtuous and fair,

And a kind prince who saves her from her lair.

A king’s wicked greed: the young lovers’ doom.

The Lord and Lady’s grace spares them from gloom.

Rejoined at last, they swear never to part.

So ready or not, the show will now start!”

LEANDER & IONA, GODRIC ASH-OAK

No, you’re absolutely rotten!” Bil cried.

In the middle of the circus ring beneath the big top, Aenea scowled at him and planted her hands on her hips. “I told you I was no good at play acting, Bil Ragona! You refused to believe me.”

“You’re all performers! How is it that every comely, bendy young woman I have reads lines stiff as a wooden board?” He grasped two handfuls of his hair, trying for comical dismay, but he couldn’t hide his true frustration.

I was sitting next to Dot, Juliet, and Poussin in the stands.

“Aenea was better than I was, though not by much,” Dot said, cheerfully.

The pantomime planned for Imachara was a retelling of the classic romance Leander & Iona. Leander, the princely hero, sets off on a quest to prove himself worthy of Princess Iona’s love, but the King’s fool transforms into various beasts and attacks the prince. Leander & Iona wasn’t my favorite of Godric Ash-Oak’s plays. The princess mostly hung about, trapped in a castle, guarded by a minotaur and waiting to be rescued.

The circus had been auditioning the entire afternoon. Bil thought weaving in a story between the acts might help the circus stand out. The problem was that most of us had never acted save to smile and bow at a crowd, and nearly everyone was wretched at it.

Drystan had been chosen as Leander, Fedir the yellow clown as the King, and red clown Jive as the Fool. Tauro would, naturally, be the minotaur guarding the princess. More circus folk were willing to be other monsters, but the Princess was eluding us.

“Maybe if you practice until we reach Imachara?” Bil wheedled.

“Sorry, Bil,” Aenea said. “Not sure all the practicing in the world could save me.” She strode off to the stands and slumped next to me.

“Fine, but you’ll play the Lady of the Moon in the finale,” he called after her. “She doesn’t have any lines. You just have to wear a gown and look pretty. You’ll manage that well enough.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

“So who’s our leading lady, then?” Bethany asked.

“Frit?” Bil asked.

She didn’t even answer—she only stared at him, stone-faced.

Bil clenched his jaw, the tendons in his cheeks jutting. “I don’t understand. This is a circus full of creative and talented minds. You lot were decent.” He pointed to the other clowns. “How about one of you? Iano?”

Iano guffawed, his blue motley partially unbuttoned. “I ain’t playing no woman. Not if you threatened to cut off my balls and give them to Violet for a meal.” Iano cut a sideways glance at me as he paraphrased my insult after the itching powder, but he grinned. Fedir and Jive were still pretty sour towards me, but the other clowns had grown slightly sweeter.

“More like a small snack,” Rian said, cupping his hands around his mouth.

Iano responded with a rude hand gesture, Rian made an even ruder one, and they began to tussle in a blue and green blur. The other clowns and several of the performers and workers called out encouragements or took bets on who would win.

“All right, all right, enough of that,” Bil said. The clowns climbed off each other, brushing sand from their costumes.

“Those of you who haven’t read lines, queue up, then,” Bil said, sighing. “We’re finding our heroine tonight. No breaks, no food, and most important, no ale until this is sorted.”

Everyone groaned.

Bil clasped his hands together. “All right, who’s next?”

Tauro stepped forward and looked at Bil balefully. He opened his mouth.

“Argh, Tauro, you know full well you’re already playing the minotaur. Sit down,” Bil said.

“What, you don’t think he’d make a fetching heroine?” Jive snickered.

“Don’t test my patience today, Jive,” Bil said as Tauro shuffled back to his seat.

Zahn, one of the Kymri tumblers, went next.

“Oh, moon and stars, Lord and Lady on high—

Shine your light on a . . . wretch whose end is . . . neigh? Nigh?”

Zahn was fluent in Eladan, but he wasn’t as practiced at reading it. He was also far too muscular to play the princess. Bil ushered him back to the stands. One of the other tumblers, Bes, wasn’t bad and had a slighter build, though his voice was too deep. Geb and Rami didn’t fare much better, so that was all the tumblers out. We’d left behind a few of the barkers and grunts who lived in Sicion, so the pickings were even slimmer.

Next, it was my turn.

“You’d make a decent woman, Micah,” Bil said, a little hopefully, eyeing me up and down. “Do you need the lines?” I bit my lip. I’d probably be decent playing a female role, given that I’d years of experience pretending to be a woman. Too many eyes on me could be dangerous, I knew that. Yet if we didn’t have a good leading lady, the circus was cooked, and I’d have to leave anyway. My gaze flicked towards Frit. She stared back at me and gave me the barest nod.

“No,” I said. “I’ve got them memorized by now.”

Bil waved at me to begin.

I slid into the role. It was the point of the play where all seems lost. The Fool finally returns to human form and tells Leander that Iona has forgotten him and already married another, and he believes the falsehood. On the other side of the ring, Iona, in her tower, is heartbroken.

I sat down on the sandy stone, gathering my imaginary skirts. I looked up, as if peering out of a window at the top of my cell. I wiped an imaginary tear from my cheek.

“Oh, moon and stars, Lord and Lady on high—

Shine your light on a wretch whose end is nigh.

Leander, my love, is in danger so true.

My cheeks’ petals are now heavy with dew.”

I glanced down at my clasped hands.

“Please, moon and stars, Lord and Lady, free me

From this life full of lonesome agony

If no more my lips will his fingers trace

I’ll trade him for sable death’s sweet embrace.”

There were a few half-hearted claps from the stands. Bil’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead.

“Let’s have him as the woman and open some ale!” Rian called.

“Try the second set of lines, Micah, where Iona first meets and falls in love with Leander,” Bil said. “Drystan, say your lines first. Let’s see how you interact together.”

Drystan stepped forward, clasped my calloused hands, and gazed deep into my eyes, his face relaxing into an adoring smile. I tried not to cough in embarrassment. He launched into the lines:

“Never have I seen a lady so fair,

How I long to touch your long, flaxen hair

A mere man like me—I’m in awe of you.

With a brow so noble and eyes so blue.

“How is it that I dare to speak to thee?

Some spirit of love has o’ertaken me

Oh, strike me, stone me, good Lady and Lord

I am too base to call her my adored.”

Drystan embraced the lines, making them seem like natural speech, earnest and sincere. On the line about flaxen hair, he reached for my forelock, but his fingers danced away at the last second as if he didn’t dare.

Still, with him staring at me like that, it was easy enough to act bashful and say the next lines.

“Oh sir, you waste the coin of your rich words

My face is not fair, though I come from lords

My looks and my fortune are plain indeed

I confess I know not how to proceed—

“I fear that my speech is modest as well

When compared to the words of your love’s spell

So I must speak plainly when I tell you

That I, kind sir, do dare to love you too.”

Drystan put a finger under my chin, lifted my face toward his, and his lips met mine. I tried not to choke or break away. My palms dampened and my limbs tingled.

Drystan broke the kiss and stepped away from me, his sardonic grin back in place. I stood there, blinking foolishly.

The circus clapped. “All right, Micah, that’ll do nicely,” Bil said. “You’re officially Iona. Zahn, you’ll play the Lord of the Sun at the finale. Fedir, you’re the evil King. That’s settled then. Come along, me lovelies, let’s eat and drink.”

People began to file out of the tent, a few clapping me on the shoulder as they passed.

Aenea left last and we walked out of the tent together.

“Congratulations.” She raised an eyebrow, as if daring me to mention my kiss with Drystan.

“You both did very well,” she said at my silence, twisting her head from me. “Have you acted before?”

“My brother and I put on little performances growing up and commandeered some of our friends to join in. I was usually asked to play female roles.”

She laughed, though it sounded forced. “Your brother must be older than you.”

“Yes.” She didn’t realize, of course, she’d actually seen my brother that day in Sicion.

She knocked her hip against mine lightly. “It’ll be amusing to see you all decked out in your costume.”

I smirked at her. “Maybe you’ll like me in a dress.”

She laughed again and slapped me lightly on the shoulder. “Maybe, but I think I’ll still prefer you in trousers.”



• • •

R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic was running out of time.

We needed to arrive before the highest point of summer, to take advantage of the warm weather. The capital had more than double the population of Sicion, so more chances to pack the bleachers and hope for more straw houses. Bil wanted everyone to come: servants, merchants, sailors on shore leave, nobles or visiting dignitaries from the former colonies.

I was still trying to improve on the trapeze so my half of the act could be more exciting. Practice for that led directly to rehearsals, and then in the evening, I studied the script by the light of the bonfire.

Frit was sewing the costumes for the pantomime at lightning speed. The sets had only just started being designed, much less made. I helped paint the base layers for the scenery and watched the grunts make the Penglass “tower” by rigging up old piping and draping it with blue gauze and cheap crystals on string for more glitter. From dawn to past dusk, the entire circus was working themselves to the bone, but with speed came mistakes. And with mistakes came Bil’s temper.

Bil screamed at anyone who wasn’t up to snuff. Threats of expelling people from the circus occurred multiple times per day, but we all knew they were empty. He needed every one of us if this was going to work.

When he clocked the risk of mutiny, he became conciliatory, wheedling at us that this would be the year that R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic would truly become the best circus in Elada. No more struggles, no more hardship.

Fights between Bil and Frit grew louder and more frequent. They’d snap at each other during rehearsal, which, according to Bethany, had never happened in all of their years at the circus. I didn’t see any more bruises, so I hoped that meant that Bil wasn’t hitting her, rather than that Frit was covering them. I wondered if anyone had been brave enough to pull him aside privately, but I suspected everyone was too scared. None of us could afford to be thrown out like Mara.

If we could pull this off, I knew it would be an extraordinary show. But if we couldn’t . . . ? I suspected I wasn’t the only one wondering about the future of R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic.

Aenea often visited my cart long into the evenings, or I’d visit hers. We’d kissed, and I’d done a little more than that to her, every brush of my fingertips or lips on her bare skin a wonder. But I wouldn’t let her touch me and always kept my clothes on. It could be unbearable to wait until I was alone again to seek my own pleasure. I sensed her growing impatience and her continued confusion at my bashfulness as we grew closer. I kept telling myself that the moment hadn’t presented itself, but it was a lie. Plenty of moments had appeared, and I let them wash right past.

It wasn’t even so much that I didn’t trust Aenea. I suspect my body might have surprised her, but that she would ultimately accept me. Or so I hoped. My fear was that secrets, once spoken, had a way of running away from you. They couldn’t be gathered in again.

“What do you miss about your old life?” Aenea asked me as we were lying together on my narrow pallet. Her question was a strange echo of what Drystan had asked me back in Sicion.

“The smell of the soap we used to wash our clothing. The teacup I had my tea in every morning. My books. The stray cat that lived in the alleyway by our tenements that I saw every day. Small things like that.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ve never had a home in one place. Everything I own fits into the trunk in my cart. Can’t imagine even being in the same place for longer than a season.”

She leaned against my side and rested her head on my shoulder. If she’d noticed the bandages, she hadn’t asked me about them.

“I’ve been wondering something,” she said.

“What?” My unease spiked.

“Did someone . . . harm you? Is that why you’re so shy?”

“What do you mean?”

She stayed silent and then spoke softly into the dark. “When I was fifteen, I met a man who passed me a rose after the circus in Imachara. At first, I thought it was real, but the petals were made from paper, and the writing was love sonnets.” She sighed.

“He was handsome, though easily ten years my senior, which I should have read for the warning it was. But he was charming, and he told me I was so mature for my age.” Her lips twisted.

I cupped her hand in mine.

“He wooed me, every inch the gentleman, taking me to lovely restaurants. He bought me little presents. He had me in the palm of his hand, and he knew it. I was ready to quit the circus for him, to leave everything. I was so smitten, I’d have followed him to the ends of the world.”

I felt her chin move against my shoulder. Her hand tightened on mine.

“But, of course, he started to change. I’d never lain with anyone, and at first he was patient. But, slowly but surely, he increased the pressure.”

“So I gave him everything he wanted, but it wasn’t enough. He became secretive, disappearing for longer periods before eventually visiting me for what he wanted. One night, I trailed him.”

She paused again, swallowing.

“He’d told me he was a widower, but he had a family, of course. A wife who was very much alive, and two young boys. I’d suspected, deep down, but I was heartbroken all the same. I had thought him my knight and that we would have married one day.” She laughed, bitterly.

I stayed quiet, giving her the space to speak.

“He saw me. He was furious, and he tried to . . . well. I managed to get away, but it was a near thing. The circus season ended a week later. That was the year I spent everything I had and went to Linde. I was afraid of him finding me.”

I took her hand in mine.

“Every time we go to Imachara, I worry I’ll come across him again. See his face in the crowd, sitting next to his family.” She shuddered.

“Thank you for sharing that with me. I’m sorry you ever met him.” 

“Me, too.” She tilted her head upwards and I kissed her as tenderly as I knew how and offering what comfort I could. She’d been vulnerable with me, and it gave me the courage to open a crack of honesty in return.

“Nothing like that happened to me,” I said when I pulled away from the kiss. I thought of those visits to the doctors. The humiliation of disrobing and being poked and prodded by strangers. That my parents had literally wanted to cut me down to size to fit me into what they thought I should be.

“My mother . . .” I began. “My mother was always very critical of me. How I looked, how I behaved. She could be cruel. She said, in not so many words, that no one would accept me the way I was.”

Aenea’s brow drew down. “Why would she say that? You’ve been nothing but sweet to me.” She paused. “Well, you can be a little cheeky in practice, but I quite like that, to be honest.”

I chuckled softly before licking my lips. I was born different. I was raised a girl, but I’m not. Neither do I feel entirely a man. It was the truth I’d learned enough to say to myself, but my throat closed over the words.

“It’s a long story. I will tell you more, one day,” I promised. “The way my mother raised me has left scars. Not physical ones, luckily, but they’re still taking their time to heal. It’s different to your story, but, yes, I’ve been hurt, too.”

“I’m sorry for it,” she said.

“Me, too.” She cupped my cheeks with her hands so gently I wanted to cry. The heat between us grew slowly, and I wished I could be brave enough to let it burn. To let her hands roam wherever they wanted. To show her all of me, without fear of disappointment or rejection. But even then, I thought of the hesitation on Cyril’s face when I had asked him if Oswin might have accepted me. How almost every word my mother spoke to me was like a drip, drip, drip of shame. Even if I fought back against it, I couldn’t pretend years of it hadn’t worn down my confidence.

“When you’re ready,” she said when we pulled apart. “Only then.” She kissed my neck. “I’ll try not to hurt you.”

“I’ll try, too.” I rested my cheek against the top of her head, wondering if it was a promise I could keep.
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SUMMER: THE SCALED HERO OF COWL

“Villagers of Elada have a vibrant history of folk tales that helped bring them comfort during difficult times. Many blended old stories of Chimaera with the reality of things like illness caused from malnourishment, or birth defects. Stories of changelings, or those who were more than human. Some were monsters to be feared, but others were heroes, whose tales of valiant bravery spread across the rural areas. Whether any are based in truth becomes difficult to know for certain.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

A few days before we carried on to Imachara, R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic put on a show for the entire village of Cowl.

Girls tied ribbons in their hair, little more than colored rags. The men wore fabric flowers in their buttonholes, for fresh flowers were too rare and dear. It was the highlight of Cowl’s year for many; the chance to have a first look at a circus worthy of the great capital, where most had never been. Even so, we only had to erect one small stand to fit the entire population of the town in the big top.

This was the first time we’d run through the pantomime from start to finish, and I was beyond nervous. I stood backstage, my hands shaking. My costume wasn’t finished yet, so I’d borrowed one of Aenea’s dresses, and under the glass globes, I felt exposed and strange. But then I opened my mouth, spoke my lines, and became Princess Iona. The worries faded away. 

We performed for them as if we were already in Imachara, as if royalty themselves were in the stands. It didn’t go perfectly to plan—a few actors missed their cues, and my false Penglass ‘prison’ collapsed at one point, but we carried on as if they weren’t errors at all. Many of the circus performers came from small villages like these, and they remembered how precious any bit of entertainment could be. A traveling bard or puppeteer was spoken of for months after they left. The King was evil. Princess Iona yearned for Prince Leander, who battled three monsters to win her hand in marriage. All went right in the end. 

The villagers rose to their feet after the performance was finished, clapping hard and stamping their feet. In that moment, holding my arms up, hands clasped with Aenea to my right and Ahmed, one of the tumblers, to my left after taking that sweeping bow, I felt happier performing for them than I would have for the Queen-in-Waiting Nicolette Snakewood herself. The risk of acting a woman again felt worth it. 

After the show, the circus troupe descended on the village of Cowl.

The thatched roofs were grey, the buildings in need of repair, but the town took pride in their home. Everything was tidy, with less refuse in the streets than Sicion, and the air smelled of sea salt, chimney smoke, and briny fish.

The circus folk entered the sole pub and inn of Cowl, the Scaled Hero. Tauro and Karg had to stoop beneath the low ceiling timbers. Inside, the pub smelled of paraffin and roasting meat. A few residents sat at tables, but most had gone home to make room for us, or to keep their distance.

We didn’t go into the city center more than once per visit, for the small village had trouble finding enough food to accommodate us, even if we paid as well as we could for it. Much as Cowl enjoyed our performances, we were still the outlandish outsiders, ones that, as Drystan had put it, played a joke on the world. Some of them feared us again as soon as they left the ringside.

The innkeepers, a stout, middle-aged husband and a wife whose family had owned the Scaled Hero for generations, bid us a warm welcome. As soon as we were all seated, they brought tankards of an ale that was surprisingly good, though perhaps anything tasted wonderful compared to the swill we drank at the circus.

“Who was the scaled hero?” I asked our table as we waited for our food.

Bethany clapped her hands. “Oh, petal, you don’t know the story of Fisk? He was the hero of this little village, many, many years ago.” She dabbed the beer foam from her moustache with a cloth. “He was malformed at birth, and very nearly left to the elements. He had red eyes and large red lips, but the strangest part was his skin. White as snow but cracked deeply into diamonds.”

“Like a fool’s motley,” Drystan piped up. The whole table was listening to Bethany’s tale, though most had clearly heard it before.

“The poor boy appeared more demon than fool. Many in the village wanted him killed, but his parents persuaded them to at least let the babe die of natural causes. Babies like this were, and still are, born more often in Cowl than any other town in Elada.

“The parents made the villagers promise that no harm would come to the boy. He was called Fisk, for as a child he looked like a fish. As you can imagine, he did not die. He swam in the sea every day, no matter the weather, to soothe his skin. He took herbs his mother gathered or bought for him, for she was a great healer. Perhaps he was indeed part-fish, as he was the best fisherman in Cowl at the time. The villagers grew to love him, despite his strangeness, and he helped change enough minds that the next scaled baby born in Cowl was also allowed to live.”

She leaned forward. “One fateful day, raiders from a rival village attacked the coast, planning to conquer Cowl and build a base to later attack the capital. This was long ago, before Sicion was even a city. The townsfolk fought bravely, but the raiders were too strong. All seemed lost, and Cowl was doomed to fall.

“But Fisk knew the raiders were a superstitious lot. He dressed in a black hooded cloak and carried a staff topped with a glass globe to cast eerie shadows on his face. He strode amidst the battle, showing no fear, singing a lullaby of loss his mother had sung to him as a babe in his harsh voice. The raiders stopped the battle, terrified and taking it for an incantation. He sang and lifted his staff as if completing his spell. The invaders fled, never to return. Though many perished, the village of Cowl was saved, all because of a scaled man that had almost been left to die.”

The food came, the platters clunking against the tabletops. The conversation turned to other topics, but the story of Fisk stayed with me, tucked into the same corner of my mind as the Kedi.

The food was simple but marvelous—small portions of roast pork, apple chutney, mashed potatoes, gravy, and some peas, all served with freshly baked bread cooked with oats and topped with butter. We were paying a high price for every morsel, but to me, it was worth it. 

Throughout the meal, the ale flowed freely. I’d cut down after my earlier experiments with too many mugs of ale and that bottle of terrible gin. The Cowlish brew was stronger than I was used to, though, and before I knew it, the room took on a warm and pleasant glow. Miltin and Karg argued animatedly about the monarchy and whether the Snakewood line should continue or Queen-in-Waiting Nicolette should abdicate and let the people elect a council.

Eventually, Miltin, exhausted by the circular argument, set off to flirt outrageously with the barmaid. She was initially thrown by his short stature, but soon enough, she was laughing at his jokes.

I chatted with the friendlier clowns and asked the Kymri tumblers to teach me a few words in their language. Sal and Charlotte were on top form, finding increasingly creative ways to make me blush, and I did my best to flirt back even more shamelessly. Aenea watched me from across the room, highly amused, as she chatted with Bethany and Karla before excusing herself and slipping from the tavern.

I stuck my head up, confused, when people started singing a birthday song. It took a few minutes longer for me to realize they were singing to me.

Aenea held a truly gigantic crumble with a singular candle, beaming at me. My face split into a silly grin. I’d told Aenea about my upcoming eighteenth birthday only once, just after I’d joined—I hadn’t expected her to remember.

She set the crumble on the table in front of me. Everyone sang louder and off-key, stamping their feet until the candle flame danced. They finished with a roar so loud my ears rang. I blew out the flame and made my wish: that I could stay in the circus for good.

I had a massive slice of the crumble, which turned out to be apple, and another mug of ale. As the drink kept flowing, barriers lowered. The tumblers played their flutes and harps. I danced with Aenea, and we swept around the room. I took the lead, which made me giddy. Circus folk clapped me on the back and wished me many happy returns. Even Jive, surprisingly, and without apparent malice, though he enjoyed my obvious shock. Fedir still ignored me, but I didn’t think I’d ever make much progress there. As the night lengthened, I laughed so hard my cheeks hurt.

Eventually, the tavern began to tilt and sway. Stumbling outside for some air, I took deep breaths to settle my stomach, feeling wholly content.

“What were you really like, Fisk the fisherman, I wonder?” I asked the statue of the hero of Cowl. His hood was pushed down, revealing his scaled skin and determined expression.

—He wasn’t Chimaera, but he was a hero, a voice whispered on the wind. I hadn’t heard the Phantom Damselfly in weeks, since the day she’d warned me of the Shadow.

—Damselfly? I asked the night.

Before I could listen for an answer, Bil stumbled onto the cobbled square, breathing heavily. He leant over and emptied his stomach, the sour smell reaching me from ten paces away. He didn’t notice me in the shadows.

Sal was returning from the outhouse. Bil stopped her.

“Can I interest you in a bit of business tonight, Sal?”

Sal paused, taking in his drunken state. “You know full well I haven’t done that in years. You even warned me when I first joined not to peddle my wares to other circus folk.”

“I’m a little different now, ain’t I? I only run the blooming thing.” His words slurred.

She hesitated again. “Sorry, Bil, but I’m retired.”

Bil staggered toward her. “Oh, come on, what’s the harm?”

She backed up a step. “You and Frit might be having some troubles, but you’ll work ’em out like you always do. If Frit ever found out, she’d never forgive me or you, and once you sobered, I don’t think you could forgive me, neither.”

Bil staggered toward her, but she skipped nimbly away.

“Stupid bitch,” he snarled, tottering in her direction again.

She evaded him easily. “You’re drunk as a skunk, Bil. With luck, you won’t even remember this in the morning. If you do, then do me a favor and pretend you don’t.” She curled her lip at him, disgusted, and left.

I stayed in the shadows and watched as Bil staggered against a wall and slid down it, chuckling a bit to himself. His head lolled to the side as he passed out. I tiptoed back inside and whispered in Drystan’s ear. He gave me a sharp look and nodded. “I’ll see he gets back to his cart in one piece,” he said.

“Good,” I replied.

“By the way,” Drystan said, leaning close enough I could feel his breath on my cheek. “Happy birthday, Micah.”

I swallowed, shook my head, and went in search of Aenea.

Much later, when she and I were alone, I showed her my gratitude for the birthday surprise. I’d grown more confident, these last few weeks, and I traced the lines of her body without hesitation. She’d shown me what she liked, and I’d proved as diligent practicing that as the trapeze.

Though I knew she still didn’t fully understand, she never touched me below my collarbones. If she suspected the truth, or part of it, she never said a word.

That night, though, I was bold enough to touch myself beneath the covers and my clothes as she kissed me, and we chased our way towards the edge, and beyond.



• • •

Imachara was even larger than I remembered.

The train crested a hill and wove toward the city, which stretched from the coast to as far as I could see. The city had originally been built in vaguely labyrinthine shapes, each quarter formed into a sprawling spiral. After years of construction, the spirals had uncoiled into a maze of side streets. The granite city’s architecture was a smudged charcoal drawing, monochrome compared to the different shades of sooty limestone in Sicion.

I heard a muffled shout and the opening and slamming of one of the train doors. Someone entered into our car just as we hit a turn in the tracks, sending the figure sprawling to the floor.

Frit. She glanced up and met my gaze. Her hair had tumbled from her bun and eyes were rimmed red. Tauro helped her up.

“Are you all right, Frit?” Aenea asked, hesitant.

Frit glanced over her shoulder, but Bil hadn’t followed.

“Fine. Just tripped.” She limped from the car, slamming the compartment door behind her with a sound like a gunshot.

“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” I asked Aenea, biting my lip.

Our fingers intertwined.

“When I first joined, I had never seen two people more in love,” Aenea said. “Even as a child, I was awed by it. They didn’t seem to fit together—with Bil so loud and gregarious, and Frit so quiet. But something about them made sense. Folks are whispering she’ll leave soon. And to be honest, I hope she does. She deserves better than what he’s become.”

“They say love and hate are closely tied, that they can turn at a moment’s notice.” I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before.

“I think it’s definitely turned for them.”

We watched the city grow larger in the window in silence. 
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SUMMER: THE CLOCKWORK WOMAN

“Imachara consists of several sprawling neighborhoods. The Gilt District is where the richest of the nobility live, right next to the Royal Palace. The Glass District and the Brass District house the merchant classes and their flagship stores. On the side of the city furthest from the Gilt District are the Nickel and Copper Districts, for the middle classes. The Penny Rookeries, nearer the docks, house the poorest of the poor.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

It took over a week to construct the circus on the beach of Imachara.

Nearly every aspect of the circus had to be bigger for the capital. The big top looked like an odd cloth-draped spider puppet as it slowly emerged. The stands were stacked as closely as possible so that a few dozen more bodies could fit into the tent. A larger tent was used for the freakshow. The funfair would be nearly twice the size of Sicion’s, with new, local merchants bringing their carts and wares.

Between putting up the circus and the pantomime rehearsals, we were all run ragged. One breakfast, near the end of the week, Drystan rapped a spoon against an empty pot to get our attention. He announced that Bil had generously given us the morning off. We all knew that Bil was still in bed—everyone had seen how much he’d drunk the night before. This was Drystan’s decision, acting in his stead. I glanced around, but I didn’t see Frit, either.

“Make the most of it,” Drystan said. “We’re under a tight deadline, and we’re running behind schedule. So be back by two hours past noon. And no drinking!” he called over the sound of everyone returning their trays hastily so they could make for the city.

I raced to my cart, pocketed some coins, and changed into my better clothes. I knew Aenea would wear that green dress again, so this time I polished my shoes and ran a comb through my hair with a bit of pomade Arik had given me. Before leaving, I glanced about the cart in dismay. As soon as Arik had left, I’d given up any pretense of tidiness. I shrugged into my jacket and hurried to Aenea’s cart.

“My, but don’t you look dapper,” Aenea said when she saw me. 

“And don’t you look lovely,” I said, and she dimpled at me. 

She’d paired the green dress with a dark blue ribbon this time, held her parasol from the tightrope act, and even wore lace gloves.

“Let’s head through the Silvergold Market.” She pointed.

Imachara was more fetid and cloying than Sicion, and the streets were busier. The Penglass of Imachara dwarfed that of any other city, jutting into the air like the spinal ridge of a dragon. On a sunny day like this, the strange domes bathed the city in blue shadow.

Imachara would be a battle. Every night, something exciting would be playing in the Grand Hippodrome, the Crescent, or any of the various smaller theatres.

Silvergold Market dwarfed the one in Sicion where I’d found Mister Illari. Even from here, I caught the sounds of people yelling and bartering, the call of caged birds, and the sounds of the carriages driving over the cobblestones.

Merchants were packed as tightly as could be, shoppers jostling each other as they hunted for wares. The press of the crowd was too much for me, but I forced myself to take deep breaths as we pushed through the throngs on the ground level. I kept my hand over my coin purse, wary of cutpurses.

We found a Lindean stall and Aenea selected a dressing gown similar to the one she already had, but with fish instead of birds. A garment caught my eye; a Lindean chest binder. The shop woman at this stall wore one, and her chest was flat as a boy’s. It was a recurring fashion for women on that island to bind themselves. My bandages itched beneath my shirt—I already had scabs, and I didn’t want to risk scarring. I’d have to come back and buy a binder later. I’d still have to make sure to take breaks, but the Lindean corset’s flexibility would be more comfortable and safer.

We followed our noses to the stalls with sizzling meats and vegetables.

Stomachs sated, we wandered through the rest of the market. It had almost everything you could ask for, save Vestige. They were too valuable to sell in a stall, where nimble fingers could spirit them away. My eyes drank in the sights, my nose the smells. 

On the spice floor, I asked a vendor if she knew a Mister Illari in Sicion, ignoring Aenea’s puzzled look. The first didn’t, but the second did. He was also elderly, his face brown and nearly as wrinkled.

“Aye, I know him well. Good man. Heard tell he took ill, has been staying at home, his boy going to market for him.”

“I hope he’s better soon. If you see Calum or Mister Illari, please tell them that Micah has found his way.”

The man nodded. “Sure enough. I’ll pass it along for you. Keen on any o’ my spices? They’re far better than Illari’s.” He winked.

“I’m sure I’d never be the best judge of that, but I’ll take some cinnamon off you, please. Would you like anything?” I asked Aenea. She bought some lavender.

I thanked him and pocketed the paper-wrapped cinnamon sticks and dried flowers, a smile on my face.

“What shall we do next?” Aenea asked.

I thought a moment, and then I kissed Aenea on the cheek. “I know just the place.”



• • •

The Museum of Mechanical Antiquities was a tall, narrow building squeezed between a clothing boutique and a high-end butcher. The paint of the sign flaked, and the stone was layered with decades of grit and soot, stark against the clean buildings to either side. I didn’t remember it being so run down. I was amazed the city of Imachara allowed it to stay open, looking as it did in such a good neighborhood.

Aenea’s eyes lit with delight. “Oh, I’ve heard of this place and have always wanted to go. Well done, Micah!”

I’d only been one time, over eight years ago. We bought our tickets. The Museum must have once been something, but the mirrored panels were cracked and the marble floor in need of polishing. The nearest display showed a massive Vestige weapon that the placard claimed weighed no more than a pistol. Evidently, it’d shot beams of light that could cut a man in half from two hundred paces, but it’d lost power during the last Great War over four hundred years ago. Another crossbow could shoot over a mile and once had a tracking ability. There was a spear with a rotating head, and countless other gun-like weapons of all shapes and sizes. Metals glinted blue, green, or orange when they hit the light, like oil mixed with water.

The next room was filled with armor. A wooden mannequin wore a suit made from tiny scales with the crest of a dragon on the chest. Another was etched with flames, the metal painted black, orange, and red. Untold centuries later, and there wasn’t even one chip or flake of color missing. Another looked like a large cat, with topaz eyes on the helm and tufted ears, and it reminded me of Violet.

Next, we wandered beneath a canopy of glass globes, some small enough for fairies, others large enough for one to light an entire ballroom. I watched Aenea beneath the lights. She caught me staring and smiled, drawing me in for a kiss, careless of anyone watching. I concentrated on Aenea’s warm lips, the feel of her breath against my skin and her hands loosely around my shoulders. Though the kiss was chaste enough, my body tingled when she pulled away.

The next room held jewelry and sundry household items. The Alder liked simple lines—the jewelry were all bands for the neck, wrists, and fingers. The other items’ intended use was at best ambiguous. Aenea and I made progressively outlandish guesses, from nose hair trimmer to tickling devices.

At the far end of the section was the artefact I remembered from my last visit the better part of a decade ago. An obviously noble boy of about six or seven turned to his parents. “This one, please?”

I squeezed Aenea’s hand. “This is my favorite,” I whispered into her ear.

It was a clockwork woman’s head. She was life-sized, and her proportions were more Alder—large eyes, high cheekbones, and a long neck. Even at rest, a muffled ticking could be heard through the glass. Brass-colored gears and pulleys were visible beneath her transparent skin. Her irises were blue, green, hazel, and topaz, and her eyelashes were copper. She blinked serenely.

Below the glass display were ten brass knobs, each labeled with an emotion: happy, sad, scared, angry, bored, sleepy, surprised, mocking, impatient, and lustful.

“You can’t pull this one,” the mother said hurriedly, standing in front of the last lever. “But try any of the others.”

Many of the antiques were on a timer. The father put the silver coin into the slot to turn it on for five minutes.

The boy chose “sleepy.” The clockwork woman shook her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and yawned. Her tongue was as mechanical as the rest of her, the teeth white as my mother’s finest porcelain. Her face settled back into a pleasant, expectant smile.

The boy tugged on “happy.” The woman’s face laughed, though no sound emerged. She looked positively joyful—eyes shining, enthusiasm radiating from every line. I found myself smiling in response. Her face relaxed when the boy let go.

He tugged “sad.” A tear of oil slid down one cheek, rolling off the transparent skin without leaving a mark. Her face collapsed into grief and she sobbed silently. The boy let go of the knob in surprise, and she became tranquil once more.

The boy worked through the emotions. Her anger made us wince and recoil, her fear made us yearn to comfort her; she glared at us impatiently, her surprise startled us, her mocking glare caused us to cower, and her boredom had us wish to entertain her. I could only imagine how her lust would have affected us; we’d all have blushed to the roots of our hair.

The boy made her happy again, and then the time ran out and she returned to her normal state, ticking softly. The boy and his parents carried on, leaving us by the display for the clockwork woman.

“Excuse me,” Aenea said, clasping a hand over her mouth, and quit the room. I was about to follow her, but then I heard it.

—Little Kedi, a voice whispered. I whipped my head around, my stomach dropping.

The clockwork woman’s face had turned. Like the Phantom Damselfly in the Pavillion of Phantoms, she was staring right at me.

—Kedi. Her mouth formed the word, but I heard the Damselfly’s voice in my head. The clockwork woman’s gaze bored into mine. There was intelligence there, and hunger, and a fierce, fervent hope.

—The time grows closer. The blurred man waits. A shadow will fall. Two hands on Penglass in copper, under the light of the full moon, she said, still staring right at me.

—What do you mean? I thought back. What use is warning me if you tell me nothing I understand?

I felt a touch on my shoulder. I yelled and twirled.

Aenea jumped away from me. “Micah?”

I rested a hand on my chest, willing my heartbeat to slow. The clockwork woman was as she’d been before, staring straight ahead, ticking.

“Did she frighten you, too?” Aenea whispered, her eyes darting to the clockwork woman.

I swallowed and nodded.

“It’s too real.” Her voice was husky. “How could they make something that real? She looks like she’s been guillotined and then imprisoned.” She pressed a finger against the glass, leaving a fingerprint, then snatched her hand away.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I wondered what had happened to the rest of the clockwork body, but then my eye caught on the placard beneath the knobs. It’d been blocked by the boy’s mother. It was shiny enough that I suspected it was new.

The placard said the clockwork woman been found in a deep cave just outside of the city. The head had rested perfectly on a small mound of Penglass, staring at the explorers as if waiting for them. Various pressure points at the base of her neck triggered different emotions, and when one of the explorers picked her up, he’d set off anger. Evidently, he’d almost dropped her into a crevice.

But the small print at the bottom stopped me in my tracks. I heard a rushing in my ears.

From the private collection of Doctor Pinecrest, the eighteenth Royal Physician of Imachara.
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SUMMER: GEARING UP

“Glance away but a moment, and a flame might spark into an inferno.”

AN ELADAN SAYING

That night, I lay in my cart for hours, unable to sleep.

My mind whirred like the gears of the clockwork woman. Doctor Pinecrest, the man who had given me to my parents as an infant, was the Royal Physician of Imachara. I distantly remembered a new doctor had taken on the role more recently, after the previous one died of old age. I’d also just learned this Doctor Pinecrest had a vast collection of Vestige artefacts, many of which centered on Chimaera.

Where had he found me? Where did I come from? The Phantom Damselfly had been telling me that I was Chimaera, and Chimaera could possess magical abilities. Had the doctor somehow known of my potential powers, as the Phantom Damselfly claimed? Yet the doctor had never followed up or shown any interest. I wanted to ask but even when I tried, I couldn’t reach her. When she was locked in the iron safe, it seemed her powers were dampened.

Bil missed practice the following morning, too.

“Bethany, can you go check on Bil, if you’d be so kind?” Drystan drawled, studying his nails as if he wasn’t bothered.

Bethany nodded and left the big top. The circus ate breakfast, subdued and uneasy. Some of the performers stretched half-heartedly, but no one wanted to begin properly until Bil arrived, swinging his cane.

Bethany returned a quarter of an hour later, pale.

“Frit’s gone,” she said.

“Gone? What do you mean gone?” Dot asked.

Bethany gave a helpless shrug. “They must have had another fight, and she’s finally done it. She’s split.” People made sounds of dismay and no small amount of relief.

I was anxious about what her leaving meant for the circus, for I didn’t know how much she might have taken from that safe, but I was proud of her for working up the courage to get out. She’d kept my secret, in the end.

“How’s Bil handling it?” Jive asked.

“He nearly brained me with a candlestick when I stuck my head in his cart, so about as well as you’d expect.”

“Right,” Drystan said. “Let’s begin, then. The show must go on.”

He led us in practice. I hid a smile as I flipped around the trapeze bar and Drystan called out encouragement below. He was a good taskmaster, harsh but fair, telling us when we did something incorrect but praising us when we performed a trick well.

Over the next few days, Bil took his meals in his carts. Drystan continued to lead us. The circus had never worked smoother, and our test rehearsals of the pantomime went without a hitch. Performers relaxed into their roles in a way I hadn’t seen before. I don’t think any of us had realized how much Bil’s volatile moods had affected our ability to work.

One afternoon, I saw Drystan further up the beach, ambling along the sand with his hands in his pockets. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to be alone, but when he glanced up and spotted me, he raised a hand in welcome.

I took off my shoes and joined him in the shallows.

“Am I bothering you?” I asked. We hadn’t spent much time alone since the day we drank cheap gin and he admitted he knew who I was. After the pantomime practice began, we’d increased our distance. I might have been drawn to Drystan, but I was equally attracted to Aenea. Drystan, in turn, was respectful of mine and Aenea’s relationship. It was all very mature, I thought. Yet looking at him with his wind-whipped hair, pink cheeks and salt-chapped lips, I wondered if walking over here alone had been a mistake.

“Nah,” he said. “Could do with the company. It’s nice to get out of the big top for a few minutes. Feel like I’ve been living in there, lately.”

“You’ve been doing well with us all,” I said. “Feel like we made more progress the last few days than the last few weeks combined.”

He smiled with one half of his mouth, but he was pensive.

“Have you heard anything from Frit?” I asked.

He cut me a sideways look. “We weren’t close,” he said, the words almost sharp. “She’d have no reason to send word to me.”

“Sorry,” I said, not sure what I was apologizing for.

He rubbed his face. “I shouldn’t snap. It’s a lot to both direct and act, it turns out.”

“I understand.”

We strolled along the beach, leaving twin trails of footprints behind us in the sand.

“He’s had his doldrums before,” Drystan said, bringing up Bil unprompted. “He can’t resist the call of the ring, though. He’ll be fine as soon as we start performing.” He spoke as if he was trying to convince himself as much as me.

“And if he’s not?” I pushed. “I could imagine you in a top hat and tails, you know. Welcoming us all to the Circus of Magic.”

He scoffed. “With my own shiny cane with a dagger hidden inside?”

I blinked at him. “If you like.”

He gave something between a laugh and a scoff. “Not sure I want it. I like to perform, but running the show? What a headache.” He shrugged. “Don’t have anything near enough saved up to buy him out, in any case. And he’s lost everything else—he wouldn’t ever give up the circus. Not without a fight.”

We walked in silence a little longer before I made my excuses and headed to the cook’s tent for lunch. Drystan, when he sat down at the clowns’ table, put his mask back on, laughing as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Still, I knew I was right. If Bil couldn’t keep control of his circus, I didn’t think I was the only person who looked at the white clown and saw a natural leader. If there was a mutiny . . . who would the circus folk choose?
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SUMMER: LEANDER & IONA

“I primp and preen, but what is it all for?

I met all my suitors: each I abhor.

This one snivels and that one cruelly sneers—

How can my father think these men my peers?

I wear my costume and make up my face,

Weighted down head to toe in jewels and lace.

With these grooms I dread my own wedding day,

But I must play my part in this world’s play.”

LEANDER & IONA, GODRIC ASH-OAK

Finally, it was time. We threw open the gates to the circus. The Imacharan part of the season had officially begun.

The circus was as ready as we were going to be.

I dressed in the privacy of my cart. I’d snuck out and bought the Lindean chest binder, and it was a world of difference from the bandages. I slipped on my aerialist costume next, and then the Princess Iona dress on top. It was simple, in an older style, and made of cheap green velvet. I stuffed the bodice. It was strange to feel skirts swishing about my legs again.

In the backstage area of the big top, I applied my cosmetics and did my hair in a more feminine style, putting on the tin tiara as the finishing touch. I’d been afraid I’d see Iphigenia Laurus staring back at me, but I only saw a princess in greasepaint.

The big top was controlled pandemonium as we entered the final few moments before the punters filed in. Many performers did their last-minute warm-ups. The grunts were double and triple-checking the equipment and calling to each other. The glass globes lowered a few inches.

Bil walked into the center of the ring. I’d seen him earlier that day, skin sallow, hair greasy. But he’d sobered up, more or less, and had a good wash. Between his ringmaster’s uniform and paint, he looked almost like his old self. He clapped his hands and barked at us to take our places. We all, save the grunts, retreated backstage.

I watched through a gap in the curtain as the stands filled. The tent had already been muggy, but it grew warmer with the press of bodies. Women waved fans and men daubed at their foreheads with handkerchiefs. It was a good turnout.

Bil took a deep breath and stepped out into the ring. He gave his introduction with that same verve I remembered from the night I’d joined the circus. There was no sign of the broken shell he’d been over the last week or so.

The big top filled with fog from the weather machine, and our show began.

Fedir, as the King, counted his coins on a desk in his “castle.” He chuckled as he clinked them together.

Jive, as the Fool, tiptoed onto the stage in his brightest motley. Holding his hand by his mouth, he pretended to whisper, though his voice easily carried to the farthest seats.

“The King doth count his golden coins with glee

But ’tis never enough for his fine Tree

To his left, to his right—all are his foes:

Until he rules the Archipelago.”

He hissed, urging the crowd to join in. The King glanced around, as if he’d heard it, then shook his head and resumed his counting. He finished with a flourish, sweeping the coins into a chest with a clatter.

“Fair Iona?” the king called. “My child, where are you? We’ve much to speak of, and much to do.”

I entered the ring, holding out my skirts and sinking into a deep curtsey.

The King rested a hand on my head. The gesture always reminded me of my father—it was one of the few physical signs of affection he’d ever given me. I pushed the memory away and threw myself into the role. The lights were bright and the actors poured emotion into every word. The pantomime cast a spell over me as much as the audience.

The king declared in rhymed cadence how his daughter must wed, and soon. He’d trot out an array of suitors, and his darling princess was allowed to select one to be tried and tested. Fedir was a decent enough actor—or perhaps he was simply very good at being an arsehole both on and off the ring.

“Father, I will choose, and I shall choose true,” I said. As an aside to the audience, I stage whispered: “But I have already chosen my prince.”

Drystan, as Leander, appeared on the far side of the ring, bathed in light, before all went dark.

The audience clapped as the tumblers performed their opening act. Their human pyramid distracted the audience as the grunts moved the scenery around in the dimmed background to create the grounds of the castle.

The pantomime returned. A line of suitors in finery and crowns stood waiting to be presented to Princess Iona. They were noblemen of the highest order and princes from the other islands. Tym, playing the stooped prince of Linde, presented the Princess with a carved wooden box and said her eyes were brighter than all the stars in the heavens. The prince of Girit, played by Zahn, gave the Princess a flower. I tucked it behind my ear. Another rich nobleman—played by Karg—swaggered and thrust cloth of gold into the Princess’s arms, listing all the reasons he was the perfect man to marry. I thanked them and set my gifts aside.

Prince Leander was last. Drystan clasped my hand in his as he spoke the now-familiar lines. Yet there, in the magic of the big top, each line felt charged:

“How is it that I dare to speak to thee?

Some spirit of love has o’ertaken me

Oh, strike me, stone me, good Lady and Lord

I am too base to call her my adored.”

The other characters retreated, leaving Drystan and me alone in the ring. He kissed me deeply in front of the audience. The tips of his fingers grazed my cheekbone, his stubble scratched my skin. My faithless lips responded, and I glared at him guiltily when we broke away. He only smirked as he bent over my hand and bid me another saccharine rhymed farewell.

In a tonal shift, the other clowns performed next, chasing each other around the ring, satirizing the various suitors and teasing laughter from the audience. Before leaving the ring, they ran through the narrow aisles of the crowd, throwing bright confetti, with Jive flipping down the stairs.

I barely paid attention to them, my thoughts lingering on the feel of Drystan’s lips on mine and the nervous drop in my stomach, like jumping for the trapeze.

In the next scene, Princess Iona told the King she’d chosen Prince Leander. The King was not best pleased by her choice, for though Leander had the royal title, his dowry was the smallest. She grabbed the King’s coat and begged him not to send the Prince into danger.

Fedir scowled down at me, curling his lip, and I funneled my flare of real anger at how he’d treated me in the past into the role. He’d apologized for hazing me, in his way, but I’d never be comfortable around him.

The princess swore she’d run away if any harm befell the Prince. “He loves me, Father,” I cried, my character so overcome that I broke the rhyme scheme.

“Love?” the King scoffed.

“Love is like holding water in your hands

You may hold it for a time, a span,

But it escapes, leaving you with nothing.

Guard your heart, lest love lead to its crushing.”

The King called for his guards and several of the tumblers, clad in cheap armor, dragged me to my false Penglass tower. I kicked and screamed before I collapsed in my prison, Tauro taking up his position as my guard, arms crossed over his chest. The light focused on me, sprawled in the sand, head bowed. The light dimmed, leaving only the King illuminated in the center of the ring.

“Fool! Come here!” the King cried.

Jive bounded onto the stage dressed in his brightest motley.

“Ensure no matter how hard the prince tries,” the King declared, “that he will be dead before the sunrise.”

The audience hissed again as the tent filled once more with smoke. When it cleared, the contortionists and acrobats twisted their bodies into knots, balancing on balls or ladders. Several members of the audience threw coins into the ring in appreciation, which the contortionists picked up with their toes.

High above us, the workers swapped several of the scarves around the glass globes, so that the colors shifted to sunset. More workers held a painted setting sun and a rising moon from behind the set.

Leander, in the forest, set out on his quest, and I watched from my darkened “prison” at the side of the ring. The light outlined the fine planes of his face and turned his white hair into a golden halo as he held his sword aloft.

“Lord and Lady, share your wisdom and light,

Beasts and other demons come soon to fight,

Born of the King’s wicked greed and rancor,

Will I live to see her whom I adore?”

My breath caught in my throat. I looked away from him to the backstage area, my gaze resting on Aenea. She was staring at me, her expression almost sad. I clasped my hands together tight, my fingernails digging into my palms.

At intermission, Bil urged the audience to pay special attention to the girls selling sweets and treats. The grunts took advantage of the break, lowering hoops from the rigging and pushing jumping blocks onto the ring.

Part of me wanted to apologize to Aenea, but I also worried even bringing it up would make things worse. Drystan and I had barely even touched outside of our roles in the pantomime. Attraction floated between us, but we hadn’t crossed any boundaries. Still, I put my arm around Aenea and pulled her towards me, and she leaned her head against my shoulder before pulling away, and I tried to push back my lingering guilt. 

After the break, Tym and Karla did their trick riding. The horses jumped through hoops and over posts and the riders stood on their hands, flipped, and landed on the saddles of the cantering beasts, the tent filling with the sounds of hoofbeats. This performance led seamlessly into the bit of the play where Leander had his first encounter with a creature sent to kill him.

Nina, her snakes twined about her neck and arms, hissed as she attacked. The snakes moved their tails lazily. They were mildly annoyed by the lights and all the movement, but they had been recently fed and were mostly sleepy and bored.

Drystan feinted with his sword and Nina fell to her knees, ‘slain.’ The lights over her dimmed.

Prince Leander sauntered around the ring, smug from his defeat of the first monster, but of course, the second obstacle would come soon enough: the big cat.

When the lights rose, “Leander” wore his full armor, but in reality, it was Tym beneath that helmet as he tussled with a snarling Violet. The audience raised their hands to their mouths, amazed and more than a little frightened.

In a burst of smoke, the cat “transformed” into Juliet, with Drystan swapping out Tym as Prince Leander. They finished the fight and the second beast was slain, but in the process, Prince Leander’s sword was broken.

In my prison on the other side of the ring, Princess Iona had her long, dark night of the soul.

“Oh, moon and stars, Lord and Lady on high—

Shine your light on a wretch whose end is nigh.

Leander, my love, is in danger so true.

My cheeks’ petals are now heavy with dew.

“Please, moon and stars, Lord and Lady, free me

From this life full of lonesome agony

If no more my lips will his fingers trace

I’ll trade him for sable death’s sweet embrace.”

My prison darkened.

Prince Leander was breathing hard from his second brush with death and stared at his broken sword in dismay. Sad strings played from the gramophone. Leander bowed his head, defeated. A column of smoke swirled before him, and the Phantom Damselfly appeared.

I startled. Bil had used her a couple times in practice, but elected not to use her in the performance itself. Usually Dot played this role, but the contortionist had come down ill, so Bil must have decided to use the ghost at the last minute.

The audience recoiled in their seats, some hastily muttering prayers of their own. Leander gazed up at the Damselfly in awe. In this pantomime, she was a guardian, a manifestation of the Lord and Lady’s will.

The Damselfly only flapped her wings in response. She lingered, her upturned face looking at something far away, and faded. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes locking with mine.

As she faded, she pointed towards the audience. I barely listened as Drystan declared the Phantom Damselfly an omen of good fortune, especially once he noticed the shiny new sword stuck into a false stone.

She’d pointed to a man whose nondescript and forgettable face was enough to give me a stab of fear. It took everything within me not to break character and run from the ring. Was it the Shadow, without that familiar, wide-brimmed hat? If so, he’d followed me all the way from Sicion.

Leander barely recovered from the great cat before the third beast appeared: Tauro, the fearsome Minotaur. Armed with a false double-edged battle axe, he launched himself into the fight.

My eyes filled with tears, my every muscle tense. I kept glancing at that section of the audience, even though I knew it was risky. If it was him, who was the Shadow working for?

On cue, I pounded the false walls of my prison with real frustration. Would I have to flee? Or was there any way to convince the Shadow to leave me be?

Drystan and Tauro’s prop weapons smashed into each other. Tauro roared, and the audience gave muffled shrieks. Tauro charged Drystan, who danced out of the way. This was the longest of the three fights, with the most complicated choreography. My heart beat in time with the drums from the gramophone.

Finally, the Minotaur was defeated. Tauro fell and “died” impressively. Another flash of light, and the bull man was replaced by Jive as the Fool.

Fedir, his crown askew, rushed toward the body of his fallen servant.

“What dupe am I, to waste my faithful Fool,

For my own selfish pride. Am I a ghoul,

My soul too haunted by dreams of power?

Iona’s love—I’ll not disallow her.”

The door to my prison opened and I stepped out of it on shaking legs. The King lamented his greed, decided to abdicate, and allowed Prince Leander to marry the fair Princess Iona.

But first, I had another act to perform. I slipped backstage and shrugged off the princess dress and my tin crown, revealing the aerialist costume underneath. Aenea and I stood backstage, hand in hand, waiting for our signal.

All too soon, I was back in the center of the ring. The trapeze swings and our rope ladders had been lowered from the rigging. I searched for the potential Shadow in the audience again, but the lights near-blinded me.

I had to give my full attention to the act. Aenea’s near-miss had haunted me since it’d happened. No room for mistakes.

We performed, and the usual euphoria bled through me as we swung on the trapeze. I counted internally, matching my breath, holding out my hands to catch Aenea at just the right moment. My body listened to my commands. My muscles were strong, my positioning sure. We dove, we twisted, we flew.

After we finished, we climbed back down to the ring and raised our arms for the raucous clapping. I should have been triumphant, but the fear was clawing its way up my throat. The applause hurt my eardrums, and the lights were still too damn bright. My temples pounded.

I scurried behind the changing curtain in the backstage area. I peeled off the damp trapeze costume, wiped off my sweat with a cloth, and shimmied into Iona’s wedding gown.

The gown was something Anna Yew would have loved—made of pale pink cloth and festooned with fabric roses, false pearls, and glass jewels. Its bodice was as low as it could be without my false cotton breasts peeking out. Quickly, I touched up my paint in one of the mirrors.

Aenea had transformed into the Lady of the Moon. The long silver robe caught the light, and she wore a crescent moon made of tin nestled into her hair. She was radiant.

I gave her my best court curtsey. “My Lady?” I said in my old higher tones.

Her eyes were wide. No one had seen the final dress yet—after Frit left, Bethany had taken over, and she’d only finished it the night before. Aenea circled me slowly, taking in the tight fit of my mostly-false bosom, the narrow waist above the flared petticoats and skirts. My arms were muscular where they peeked from my capped sleeves, and I knew I had a bump in my throat when I swallowed. When she told me I was beautiful, I believed her.

My groom waited in front of a painted backdrop of a Penglass castle. Drystan wore an elaborate doublet and coronet. Because Prince Leander and Princess Iona’s love was so pure—and I tried not to roll my eyes when Iano, who played the priest, said that line—the Lord and Lady had personally blessed the union.

Leander pledged his undying love to Iona, and she to him. Drystan and I kissed once again as the trumpet blared and the audience stood to clap and cheer. Aenea gazed towards the audience and smiled beneath her silver crescent crown, though it seemed forced.

I’d been swept up in the wedding, but when I glanced back at the audience, the seat where the nondescript man had been was empty. I hissed in a breath. I’d hoped to get a better look at his face. Was he a man who had simply decided to leave early, or something more?

The rest of the performers streamed back onto the ring. We all clasped hands, raising our arms high and sweeping into a bow. We did it again, and the applause grew louder. Bil was beaming. My headache was even sharper, but I forced myself to smile just as widely.

Backstage, as I wiped the greasepaint from my face, I told myself I was searching for monsters who weren’t there. Shadow Elwood was back in Sicion. My parents had given up on finding me. 

Later, I paused by Bil’s cart.

—Was it the Shadow? I asked.

She was silent so long, I wasn’t sure she’d answer. I had, after all, essentially told her to get stuffed the last time we’d spoken.

—Perhaps, she said. I sensed something, but he was . . . blocked to me. If he had access to an Eclipse, that could be why. I cannot be sure, but I strongly suspect it.

An Eclipse—the Vestige wand that could dampen the effects of other Vestige around it. Rare, of course. And expensive.

—Is the Shadow working for Doctor Pinecrest, the Royal Physician? I asked. He’s the one who gave me to my adopted parents.

Her silence held more surprise this time. —I am afraid I do not know that, either. The spirits themselves only sense fragments, and what they send does not always translate. But it makes a certain sense. You know nothing of where you came from, and even the spirits do not understand why Chimaera are returning now, when they’ve been gone for so long. Is he bringing them back? Is he the man with the blurred face? He could be.

I hadn’t expected her to actually share anything concrete, but her acknowledgement that I might be on the right track left me subdued. The Royal Physician would be wealthy enough to employ a Shadow as long as he liked. He had access to a wealth of Vestige, as the Mechanical Museum proved. What did he want with me?

I knew that the Phantom Damselfly had told me my time in the circus was finite, and it stuck in me like a burr. Without proof, though, I was unwilling to give it all up. I had to believe she was wrong. I had to hope that if I wished as hard as I had the night of  my birthday, I could make it come true and keep my life here.
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SUMMER: WINDING DOWN

“There’s a sense of community in the circus. To this day if I saw a former member of my circus walking down the streets of Imachara, I would sprint up to them and throw my arms around them, as if greeting one of my dearest friends. How I miss the ones who are gone for good most of all.”

from THE MEMOIRS OF THE SPARROW, AERIALIST DIANE ALBRIGHT

What do you want to do once the show is finished?” Aenea asked me late one night two weeks before the end of the circus season.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d like to stay in Imachara for the off-season, but I don’t know if I’ll have enough saved.”

Aenea made a sympathetic noise of agreement. Even though the ticket sales were higher than Sicion, the costs were dearer, too, and Cowl had proven a pricey stop. As we’d suspected, there were so many other types of entertainment on in the capital that we were competing against dozens of shows. Riley and Batheo’s had set up in the hippodrome, and as soon as they opened their doors, more empty seats dotted our stands.

“We probably should have set up in Imachara early, without the pantomime,” Aenea said, as if reading my thoughts.

“Probably,” I agreed.

“Well, we don’t have enough to go exploring the Archipelago, but we could go to one of the other towns, or across to Silken Cove,” I said, then paused. “I mean, if you want to spend the break together.”

“I . . . I haven’t known how to tell you this.” She licked her lips. “I was approached recently . . . by a representative for Alan Nickleby’s new vaudeville show.”

My eyebrows shot up. “They’re trying to poach you?”

She nodded. “Looks like.”

“The vaudeville show is based in Imachara year-round,” I said, slowly. “And . . . they didn’t approach me because I’m not good enough.” I should probably congratulate her, but my stomach twisted.

She opened her mouth, but she didn’t deny it. I knew I was a beginner, despite how quickly I’d taken to the trapeze. It still smarted something fierce.

“Maybe you could audition in a few months,” she said. “I did tell them you were new at it.”

“So, you’ve already decided you’ll take it?” My head was spinning.

“I haven’t accepted it yet, no,” she said. “But we can all see where it’s going, can’t we? With Frit, the circus had a chance. Unless Drystan takes over, it’s cooked, but Bil won’t let him do that.”

“Why not? He’s done well, these last few weeks . . .”

Aenea shook her head. “Bil is already resenting him and sees it as a power grab,” she said, echoing Drystan’s earlier words to me on the beach. “Frit helping was one thing. They were married. But with Drystan? It’s going to implode, and when it does, it’ll be ugly.”

I grimaced, suspecting she was right.

Aenea hesitated, her brows drawing down. “Do you . . . not want to leave Drystan? Is that it?”

It was the closest we’d come to acknowledging what we’d all tacitly agreed to leave unspoken.

“I don’t want to leave the circus,” I said. “Not Bethany, or Tauro, or Dot. Karla and Tym and the animals. Rag, Slar, and the rest of the grunts. Gods, I think I’d even miss Iano and Rian and the other clowns, if you can believe it.”

“Even Fedir?”

“Maybe not him.”

She laughed softly as she reached for my hand. If she’d realized I hadn’t exactly answered her question, she let it go. “I know I sprung this on you, Micah, so take a bit of time to think about it. There could be a way to make this work, I’m sure, if we wanted to.”

I bent down to kiss her, and her lips met mine.

I followed Aenea’s advice and tried not to think beyond the end of the summer. The next night the show went on, and the night after that. The tumblers flipped, the otters posed on their hind legs, the big cats roared on command, and Dot bent over and kissed the floor. Leander and Iona fell in love again and again. The monsters were defeated, the evil King saw the error of his ways, and it all ended happily.

Every bonfire, the dark closed in a few minutes sooner, and the promise of autumn danced on the wind.
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SUMMER: THE END OF THE SEASON

“Elada is much cooler than the islands to the south of the Archipelago. Autumn is a rainy season, and in winter, the snow and chill have a way of working their way to your bones. Some of the smaller cities are at risk of flooding, in particular. The sun sets earlier, so that in the depths of winter, unless it’s the night of the Penglass, the darkness lasts much longer than the light.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

One night near the end of the summer, the circus went particularly brilliantly. Bil was on top form, with a spring in his step and a glint in his eye that I didn’t see for the warning it should have been. Once more, I put on the velvet dress and waited for my cue to become Princess Iona. The lines tumbled from my mouth with ease, spoken so many times it was impossible to forget them. I kissed Drystan again.

I climbed the rope ladder to the tightrope and trapeze and stared across the distance at the girl who’d helped enchant me into joining the circus in the first place. I saw her as if for the first time again. I watched her green, glittering costume, her long braid falling down her back and the curls framing her face. I took a deep breath and jumped toward the trapeze swing, and she rose to greet me as we flew above the applause below.

After the show, I walked through the carnival, still in Iona’s wedding dress, my coat thrown over the top. It was a fine night, with a full moon, and the Penglass of the capital glowed at its brightest, as if it was dusk all night.

I was glowing with satisfaction from the night’s performance. Later, Arik’s words would come back to me. How he’d realized he’d rather have done his final show without knowing it would be his last, instead of going into it knowing in advance that he was saying goodbye.

There were only a few more performances before the big top would collapse back down into the sand and everything would be tucked into storage. I knew where some of the circus folk spent their off-time—Tym and Karla would head out to their friends in the countryside with all the animals. Many were heading back to Sicion or other smaller, cheaper towns. Aenea and I still hadn’t properly decided whether we’d go our separate ways or stay together. And if we did spend the break apart . . . would the feelings remain the same once the next season started?

A formless anxiety bloomed in my chest. At first, I thought it was simply my fear about the end of the season, but it grew, and grew, until the panic clawed at me.

—He’s here, little Kedi. The Shadow has found you.

She had barely spoken to me in weeks, but the Phantom Damselfly’s voice was as clear as if she stood at my side.

—It’s tonight. I understand what the spirits meant now. A Shadow will fall. Two hands on Penglass in copper . . .

I glanced up at the sky. “. . . under the light of the full moon,” I whispered. I shook my head, not wanting her voice in my mind, not wanting her to be right. The word ‘shadow’ in the warning had been a capital noun rather than a vague warning. It’d been a specific person: Shadow Elwood.

—He is here, right now, in Bil’s quarters. I have heard everything. He’s arranged to come back at midnight. Bil will try to lure you into a trap so you can be collected. You need to run, Micah Grey. Now.

—Did the Shadow mention the Royal Physician or whoever he works for? I asked, trying not to panic.

—Your parents certainly did not send him. I do believe he works for the man the spirits warned me about. Whether that man is the Royal Physician or not, his hatred for Chimaera runs deep. And if I found you, my little Kedi, it was only a matter of time before he did. I thought we might have had longer.

I was frozen in place, thoughts cascading through my skull. I lifted the skirts of my dress, but my feet still wouldn’t move.

—We have wasted enough time. Please, Micah Grey. I will find my way back to you, but you must survive this night. You must. Now, RUN!

The last word echoed through my head so loudly I almost fell to my knees. I’d doubted her before, but this time, it was her fear that unstuck me.

I sprinted through the carnival, careless if I drew too much attention to myself. Whenever anyone bumped against me, I flinched. I searched every face, afraid I’d find the Shadow staring back at me. Was he here, now? My breath came in shallow spurts, and I felt as if my ribcage was filled with stones, slowing me down.

Directly in front of me, two Policiers appeared in a gap in the crowd, and I pulled up short. A man complained, but I barely heard him. I darted between two wooden stalls and crouched by a tent, the lights and sounds of the circus thundering in my ears, my breath hissing from my throat. They walked past, never glancing in my direction.

I ran again and I didn’t stop until I reached my cart. I started throwing my possessions into my pack haphazardly. I should go to Aenea, or Drystan, but what would I say without spilling out the whole, sorry truth? A ghost in my head tells me I’m magical and she needs me to save the world, and a Shadow possibly hired by the Royal Physician is after me. He gave me to my parents when I was a babe. By the way, Drystan, you think I’m a girl, and Aenea, you think me a boy, but the truth is more complicated than that. Anyway, are you in?

I gave a laugh that ended in a choked sob. I had no idea where I’d go, but I’d set out on my own before, so I could do it again.

I opened the cart, my grabbed my pack. I didn’t even risk the time to change out of the wedding dress. I stopped briefly at Aenea’s cart and left her a hastily scribbled note, telling her I was sorry but I had to leave. I promised I’d find her at Nickleby’s, if she’d still have me, once it was safe.

The bonfire was in full swing. I knew I should run, but I lingered for one crucial second, wishing I could step into its light and let Slar hand me a mug of ale like it was any other evening.

I took one last look at the circus, unsure if I’d ever see them again. Bethany threw back her head as she laughed, shoulders heaving, next to Juliet, Poussin, Tauro, and Mrs. Lemon. Charlotte and Sal whispered and giggled behind their hands before leaning in for a kiss. Tym idly stroked the head of his favorite otter, Needle, as he sat wordlessly next to Karla. Drystan was speaking to Aenea. His head turned in my direction, his brow drawing down, but I backed into the shadows before he could spot me.

It was time to go.

For some reason, I headed back through the carnival to the main entrance. I should have just climbed the fence, skirts or no skirts, but I wasn’t thinking straight.

I almost made it.

It was either an extraordinary stroke of bad luck, or I simply couldn’t run from what was about to happen, no matter how hard I tried. The jaggedness of the next few moments cut me with their edges.

The door to Bil’s cart opened as I passed it. The ringmaster’s bloodshot eyes landed on me. His face purpled. I tried to run, but he was on me before I took two steps, shockingly fast. His hand slapped over my mouth before I could move, and he pulled me beneath the overhang. Bil’s cart was a few scant feet from the carnival and its bright lights and people who might have been able to help. But that corner of the circus was quiet, and there was no one to save me.

I struggled and kicked as hard as I could, but even though I was strong for my size, he was so much larger than me, and so much angrier.

He dragged me into the cart and punched me in the face. The pain exploded, driving out all thought. I collapsed. Dimly, I heard a bottle uncork. I thought it was a drink for him until he shoved a rough cloth that smelled of chemicals against my mouth and nose.

The hand pressed harder as I choked, struggling not to breathe in. My head swam, my vision spotted, and eventually, I gasped.

The ether took hold, and I was gone.
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SUMMER: THE RINGMASTER’S CANE

“There once was a troll quick to anger. He had no friends and lived on his own by a crucial pass through the Eagle Mountains. People would bring him gifts and stories to barter passage. Sometimes it worked. Often it didn’t, and their bones would scatter the rocks as a warning to others. One day, the troll hurt himself falling down a ledge. He called to a man hiking through the pass for help, but the man only hurried along, grateful that he was safe. The troll withered away until his bones mingled with his victims’. Remember this: his anger was his own undoing.”

“THE TROLL PASS,” HESTIA’S FABLES

When I woke, the gag chafed the corners of my mouth, and the cotton dried my tongue. I groaned, tried to swallow, and resisted the urge to vomit as the world came into focus. I stared at the ceiling of Bil’s cart. I was still in Iona’s wedding dress and tied fast to one of the bedposts. The false pearls on my skirt shone dully in the low light. I hated myself for whimpering with each labored breath. Outside, I could hear the gramophone’s tinny music and the subdued mumble and laughter of the circus folk. How long had I been out? There was a clock in the other corner of the cart, but I couldn’t read it from this angle. Was it midnight yet? Where was Bil, or the Shadow?

I struggled again.

—You’re awake, the Damselfly said, insistent and relieved. Within the iron of this safe, I’m so weak. Her voice had felt louder earlier when she’d warned me, but I’d sensed she’d used a lot of effort to do it. Now, even though she was so close, her voice was a whisper. If you can free me, I can help.

—How can I do that? I can’t even free myself.

—You have power within yourself, Micah Grey. You merely have to wield it.

I shook my head, not knowing what she’d meant. Penglass had acted strangely around me, but that didn’t mean I could harness magic.

Tears slid down my cheeks. I yelled, the scream absorbed by the cotton in my mouth. I struggled against my bonds, chafing my wrists raw. The sounds of the bonfire were still loud enough that even if I managed to knock something over, I doubted anyone would hear it.

A few minutes later, though, my ears caught footsteps.

“All right, Bil,” I heard a voice. “See you in the morning.”

My heart lifted. Drystan. —Drystan! I thought at him, yelling through my gag. I kicked my feet on the floor, but the carpet muffled the sound. Drystan!

“Hey,” Drystan said. “Have you seen Micah anywhere?”

I gave another silenced scream and slammed my feet on the floor as hard as I could. Bil slapped on the door rhythmically, covering up my efforts.

“No, ’fraid I haven’t,” Bil said. “Must have tucked himself into bed early. Night, Drystan.”

Another pause.

—Help! I sent the thought with everything I had. Any force, any magic, anything. Drystan, Bil’s captured me! I’m in here! I thought I felt a warmth in my chest, like a spark catching. I lost it and it snuffed out.

Drystan’s footsteps eventually retreated. I slumped in defeat.

The door unlocked and Bil’s silhouette darkened the doorway. Even from here, I could smell the alcohol on his breath.

“Huh. You shouldn’t be awake yet. No matter. A Shadow was lookin’ for you, boy,” Bil said, closing and re-bolting the door behind him. “Suspect Policiers are, too.”

I said nothing, obviously.

“Well, I say he was looking for you, but he wasn’t searching for anyone by the name of Micah Grey, exactly, now was he?” He took a full bottle of whisky from a cupboard, unstopped it, and poured himself another shot. I’d never be able to smell whisky again without the memory of the fear of that night.

“He was after a girl with a funny name,” Bil slurred. “Iffy . . . something. Last name o’ Laurus.”

I swallowed behind the gag.

“Iphigenia Laurus. That’s what it was. Little noble girl who ran away from her perfect little life.”

I glared at him.

“There was that newspaper few months back. That missin’ girl. Frit wondered where a noble girl would run, how she’d hide what she was. You know what I said to her? I said, ‘Not well, that’s how. Stick out like a sore thumb, she would.’”

He gulped more whisky. “Looks like you hid a little better than I thought. Might not a-noticed, you know, if you hadn’t been Iona in the panto. Too convincing a girl by half, you was.” His gaze lingered on my dress before he drained his drink.

“So when the Shadow came, well. Policiers were offering a reward a time back, but the Shadow said he could offer much more. His client has deep, deep pockets, he said. Enough that even with you missing a couple nights of the show, I could dig myself out of this hole Frit left me in.”

My nostrils flared. I felt like a cornered rabbit gazing up into the eyes of a fox. I managed to make a sarcastic grunt through my gag.

“When Frit left, she took basically everything. D’you hear me? The whole blooming thing, except for the Vestige. She left that like a taunt. Forcing me to sell ’em if I want a hope of carrying on. I built all this up, to support her, to give her a better life than me working in some boot factory or making barrels. But it wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t ever fuckin’ good enough.” He sloshed more whisky into the glass.

I stared at him, hatred blazing in my eyes. He’d told himself a pretty story. We all knew Frit would have taken a chunk, but she would have given this circus a chance. Bil was the one who couldn’t keep the books balanced and couldn’t stop gambling or corking the bottle.

“You were a good performer, right enough,” he continued, waving an arm. “But I certainly don’t need no more Shadows or Policiers in my circus. Think of your friends. Can’t leave them without a job next season, can you? You wouldn’t want to leave ’em high and dry, would you?”

I swallowed again, my mouth still tasting of chemicals.

Bil shook his head, glancing at the clock in the corner. “Half an hour,” he muttered. “Still, though. Can’t believe you tricked us for all this time. Lied to us all, you have. Little Aenea fooling about with another girl, wouldn’t have thought that of her.” Bil’s hand slid down to my stomach. I glared at him and tugged against the bonds again. If his hand slid much further, he’d have far more grounds for blackmail.

Bil’s hand left my stomach, sliding up towards the neckline of my dress. He pulled it down enough to show the top of my Lindean corset. I struggled against him as much as I could, the ropes burning my arms, my scream of rage little more than a pathetic squeak behind the gag.

He pulled his hand away, patted my cheek. “Just checking, girl,” he said. He rubbed his chin again, considering me. I made muffled noises, desperate to speak.

He touched the gag. “Got somethin’ to say? Gonna try and bargain?” His eyes glinted. “Fine, have your say. But you’re not to scream, you hear? If you do, I’ll crush your throat.” His big, meaty hand slid around my windpipe.

“Understand?” he said, eyes boring into mine, hand squeezing for emphasis.

All I could do was nod.

He took out the gag and I ran my tongue around my mouth, trying to dampen it.

My mind was scrambling about in circles for any other angle. “If you turn me in, you won’t get your reward, not really,” I said.

Bil guffawed. “Oh, and why’s that, pet?”

“The Shadow could simply report you instead of paying up,” I bluffed, trying to make my voice sound as female as possible. It was harder to do, now—my voice had lowered. “Even if he did pay, how much of it would you have to turn back over to the tax men if they came pounding at your door?” We all knew he didn’t pay near enough in tax. Frit had helped him fudge the numbers.

Bil glowered as I squirmed against my bonds again. That little ember caught in my chest.

—Yes, the Damselfly whispered. You almost have it. Keep reaching for it like you did the night Aenea nearly fell.

“I have rich friends,” I bluffed. I coughed, my voice rough from the gag, trying to keep whatever was within me alive. “They’ll pay you more.” All I had to do was buy time and give him the slip. Anything to keep me from the Shadow.

“Your friends would pony up more than five hundred gold coins?”

I knew I hadn’t stopped my eyes from widening at the sum. The spark dimmed.

“Yeah, girl.” He leaned close, squinting at me. “If you had access to that kind of dosh, you wouldn’t have come here in the first place, scrubbing your way up through my circus, would ye? Even if you had all these grand plans of making it on your own and proving yourself, or what have you. No one would choose to work this hard if they didn’t have to.”

He laughed, the sound harsh. “Even if I give a chunk to the crown, it’s enough to stop them scratching around my big top and keep the circus going for years.”

My head swam. If that was true, the Royal Physician would be paying an absolute fortune for me. Why was I that valuable?

—Because of what you are, the Damselfly answered. Come on, Micah Grey. Take control. It’s within you. Just that bit more.

“I won’t go back,” I said, anger building in my ribcage.

Bil looked at me with bloodshot eyes. He swayed softly, looming above, the stench of alcohol and his stale breath washing over me. “I ain’t got a choice, Micah, or whoever you are. This circus is mine, and I’ll do anything to save it. Anything. Especially turning in one scrawny runt.”

There. I caught . . . something, but it nearly slipped through my metaphorical fingers. It burned, and I wanted to let go.

—I know it hurts, little Kedi. But you must bring it forth from somewhere deeper within.

I braced myself and pulled. The heat grew in my chest, and I felt like it might burn me to the bone, but the flame of power caught. My hands popped from their bonds, dislocating my thumbs. The pain was overwhelming.

The Damselfly gave me wordless instructions—I couldn’t even attempt to explain how she did it.

I pushed. There was a sound like a crack of thunder. Bil stumbled back with the force of whatever I’d unleashed, and at the same time, the remains of my bonds fell from my wrists, and the safe door swung open. Swallowing down a scream, I popped my thumbs back into place.

I stood, full of energy like I’d never felt before, and punched Bil right in the face. Fair’s fair.

I recoiled at the meaty sound of my fist against his cheek. I had hit true, and hard, and Bil stumbled back, a yell torn from his throat. Pain radiated from my knuckles and especially my thumbs, travelling up my arm, but the magic helped burn away the pain. I kicked him and, already unbalanced by the punch, Bil staggered to the other side of the room.

—You need me, the Damselfly said. Do not leave me behind. Part of me was tempted to do exactly that, but she had helped me direct this power to undo my bonds. The safe was empty save for the metal disc and that golden monkey. She’d saved me enough times that I wasn’t stupid enough to turn down whatever help I could get.

I made a dash for the disc, but I tripped over the long fabric of my dress. Bil grabbed my skirt, ripping it. False pearls scattered. Kicking at him, I grabbed the safe handle with one hand and thumped the iron door loudly against the wooden wall of the cart with the other.

—“Help!” I screamed, with my lungs, my mouth, my mind.

“Shut your trap,” Bil grunted. He grabbed my hair and half-lifted me from the floor. “Stop fighting the inevitable, you spoiled brat. I was right. You don’t belong here. You were never cut out for it.”

He banged my head against the door of the metal safe. I collapsed, my vision wobbling dangerously. The Vestige disc was right there, but I could barely focus my eyes, much less move. The pain was a starburst across the back of my skull, pulsing in time with my heartbeat.

Bil’s grip around my waist slipped and his hand accidentally slithered between my legs. We both froze. I knew what he’d felt beneath the layers of fabric. I took advantage of his momentary confusion, kicking him hard in the stomach. I reached for the Damselfly again, but Bil dragged me back, flipping me on my back. His face was flushed, and his pupils blown. He grabbed his cane and raised it above his head.

He swung, and I rolled. The cane thumped hard into the planks of the cart where my head had just been, splintering the wood.

“Can’t get your reward if I’m dead,” I panted.

Bil staggered, unbalanced by the swing and his drink. I wasn’t even sure if he’d heard me, he was so wild with rage. I half-rose, kicking at him again, but his hand grasped my leg, and I crashed down to the floor, too winded to scream.

Bil swung his cane, and this time he struck true. I covered my head as best I could, the pain exploding into flames on my shoulder and side. I tried to reach for that spark of power again, for the Damselfly, but there was only pain.

A blow struck the side of my head. Another hit my upper left arm with a sickening crack, agony radiating through my shoulder. Through a gap beneath my possibly broken arm, I saw Bil’s purple face contorted, spittle flying from his mouth. He’d lost it. He was nothing but fury—all his reason fled.

Reward or no reward, he was going to kill me.

I tried to protect myself. A hit, pain. Another strike, more pain. I was sobbing, pleading and begging, but Bil was beyond hearing me.

A crash echoed through the cart.

The blows stopped.

Still sobbing, I lifted my head. A silhouette darkened the open, broken door, a shadow falling across the floorboards.

I flared with hope. Even if it was Shadow Elwood, whoever was paying that money wanted me alive. Surely he’d stop Bil from killing me.

But it wasn’t Shadow Elwood.

It was Drystan.
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SUMMER: A SHADOW FALLS

“A shadow will fall. Two hands on Penglass in copper under the light of the full moon.”

FRAGMENT OF TRANSLATED ALDER SCRIPT

With the remnants of his cracked stage makeup and his pale hair, Drystan looked like an avenging ghost. Aenea peered into the cart from over his shoulder. Dazedly, I put it together. Drystan must have felt something was wrong when he dropped Bil off. Aenea would have found my note. They’d both come to investigate, but neither had been prepared for this.

The pain broke through. I felt as though half the bones in my body were broken. I moaned.

“Now, this is nothing to do with you two,” Bil said. “This is business between Micah and me.” He glanced at the clock again. Fifteen minutes to midnight.

“If you think we’re about to walk away and let you murder Micah, Bil, then you don’t know us at all,” Drystan said. “I already stopped you killing once. Let him go.”

I frowned at his words, trying to make sense of them. I was so dizzy. The fingers of my less injured hand twitched. I was still close to the safe. The disc glinted.

—Come to me, Micah Grey.

“You’re drunk,” Drystan said, holding his palms up, trying to placate Bil. “Sober up, have some water, and calm down. Let Micah go. Whatever this is, it can all be worked out.”

“Let him go,” Aenea echoed, her voice cracking.

“Him?” Bil sneered. “This is a girl. Or maybe not even that. This freak was gonna leave the circus, just like you,” he spat the words at her, and Aenea recoiled. “You don’t think I know you’re gonna slip off to that vaudeville act? I swear to gods, women have no fuckin’ loyalty.”

Aenea’s eyes widened in shock. I glanced away, trying to drag my sorry, broken body towards that safe and the ghost from the past within.

“You don’t know nothin’. The both of you.” Bil’s chest heaved like a bellows, his white-knuckled fists against his side.

“Give it up,” Drystan said. “You’ve dug yourself a hole you can’t dig yourself out of, and we’re not the only ones tired of your bullshit. You’ve lost your touch.”

Bil twisted towards them. “And you’ll take it all away from me, eh? Been planning that little coup this whole time?”

“I don’t want it,” Drystan spat. “I never did. I knew my time here was over the night you almost killed Frit. You beat her bloody. Your wife, who you said you loved.”

Aenea gave a soft gasp behind him.

“I was picking up all the pieces you dropped so we could get to the end of the season. You’ve already killed the circus, Bil. I won’t let you harm anyone else. This is it.” Drystan drew himself up, his eyes sparking, drawing on all his noble haughtiness.

“You helped her leave me, you good-for-nothing traitor!” Bil roared, lurching to his feet. His hands balled into fists as he glared at Drystan, with me forgotten in the corner. I dragged myself that much closer. My fingertips wriggled, inches from the disc. Just a little closer.

“Yes, I did. And I’d do it again. Let it go, Bil,” Drystan said, still trying to talk to him as if he was a man capable of reason. “It’s over.”

I thought Drystan would strike first, but instead, it was Aenea.

Lightning quick, she jumped onto his back, her strong arms closing about his neck. Bil sputtered and tried to shake her off, but she held on like a limpet. My fingertips barely grazed the disc, but I couldn’t get proper purchase. The metal hummed, shaking, trying to make its way to me.

Between my injury and my desperate grasping for the Damselfly, I only had scattered impressions. Drystan darting toward Bil. The sound as the ringmaster backhanded him and sent him sprawling. While Drystan recovered, Bil grabbed Aenea, tore her off of him, and punched her as hard as he’d hit me. Harder. Her head snapped back like a doll’s. With a growl, Bil tossed her across the room. Aenea’s head hit the bedpost and I heard a sickening crack. She fell to the floor.

I screamed.

Without missing a heartbeat, Drystan attacked Bil. He was strong, but it was his agility, honed from his time in the ring, that was most frightening.

Drystan swung the cane at Bil’s head. To this day, I believe he only wished to knock Bil out. But Drystan’s thumb pressed against the ruby eye of the carved ram at the head of the cane, and a long, thin blade emerged from the end, sliding sickeningly across Bil’s throat as my hands closed around the Damselfly’s disc.

The Vestige was warm in my hand. Power flowed into me, chasing away the worst of the pain and clearing my head. I struggled into a seated position as the Phantom Damselfly emerged in the center of the cart.

Just like the first time we’d spoken in the Pavillion of Phantoms, time slowed, then stopped.



• • •

The frozen, macabre scene was like something out of a much darker play than a pantomime. Bil was half-falling, red blood bursting from his neck like rubies. Drystan’s face was a mixture of heartbreak and anger.

My gaze fell on Aenea, sprawled on the floor, her eyes half-lidded, seeing nothing.

“Is she . . . dead?” I asked the Damselfly, my voice breaking on the word. I tried to crawl toward her, letting out a wounded cry as the pain in my shoulder broke through.

—Not yet, she said. But very nearly so. She moved towards Aenea, kneeling at her side.

“Can you save her?” I asked.

She stared at me in sympathy. —Her story is meant to end here.

“I don’t care,” I said. “I don’t fucking care. If you can help her, do it. Please. I’ll be in your debt. I’ll do anything.”

She looked down sadly at Aenea, brushing a ghostly finger across her cheek. —It’s noble, how much you care for her. That you’d risk so much for one, inconsequential little human life.

“She’s not inconsequential,” I said, fierce. “Not to me.”

She blinked slowly, considering me and my offer.

—I may be able to bring her back from the brink. But if I do, the cost is that you cannot ever speak to her again. It must be as if she has died for you, as she cannot interfere with what’s to come. For she would, if she remained in your tale.

—Fine, I agreed, even as my heart ached. I glanced down at her, remembering how she’d looked a handspan away from me as we lay next to each other in my cart. I’d thought we’d find a way to make it work between us. I’d promised not to harm her. Here she was, hurt, and all because she’d tried to save me.

—I agree. I agree. Anything. As long as she can live.

She didn’t ask if I wanted to save the ringmaster. I doubted even she could undo what Drystan had done. I hated that we hadn’t stood up to Bil or worked harder to stop him from reaching this point. His story would end here, and good godsdamned riddance. He’d made his choices. I made mine.

The Phantom Damselfly rose and came toward me.

—You have to let me in, she said. It is the only way. I don’t have enough power left on my own, and you do not have enough control over yours.

I stared up at her, confused, until I realized that she was asking to let her within me. I stared up at her. Her eyes were ageless, inscrutable. What did I know of her and what she wanted? Was she any better than the Royal Physician or whoever was searching for me? I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t equally afraid of her.

Yet there was only one way forward.

—Come to me, I said, in my mind, and I opened myself to her.

The Phantom Damselfly slid into me like she was shrugging on a new dress. Gently, she took control of my broken self. Painfully, my body stood and limped to Aenea before falling back to its knees. The Damselfly put my fingertips to Aenea’s neck, and she let time start long enough for me to feel one long, slow pulse of a heartbeat.

The Damselfly burrowed her way into me, finding that spark and bringing it forth again. Somehow, she channeled it, the power moving to my shoulder, partially healing the break as it travelled down my arm. As she did, flashes of her long-vanished world came to me. I saw trees long extinct. Other Chimaera with fur, scales, or horns. A world peppered by Penglass, vibrant but long-gone. I saw her, fully alive, another man with dragonfly wings at her side. She was radiantly happy. In that moment, I knew her, I was her.

—Anisa, I managed to think. Your name  was—is—Anisa.

“Yes,” she said with my mouth. “And how good it is for someone to say it again after so long.”

My magic trickled into Aenea. I don’t know exactly what the Damselfly did, or how she did it. I felt the bruise on Aenea’s brain heal, the fracture on the back of her skull knit back together. The act of healing borrowed from Aenea’s own strength as well as mine. She was still unconscious, and so very weak. She might not survive the night. But, I sensed, if she could get treatment soon, she had a chance.

We stayed there, breathing in tandem, me and the ghost of a Chimaera.

I sensed Anisa’s reticence at leaving my body. She’d remembered what it was like to have a heartbeat in her chest, breath in her lungs, what it meant to be alive. And I realized, with a deep thrum of fear, that she could keep herself here within me, against my will, if she so chose.

—Anisa, I thought. Give me my body back.

Another hesitation. But, finally, with a sound like a sigh, Anisa the Damselfly stepped out of my being and appeared at my side, as if she was the ghostly parlor trick everyone had thought her once more.

The pain came roaring back, but I welcomed it, for it meant my body was again mine.

—Thank you, I said.

Anisa inclined her head. —Be brave, be bold, and we will make it through.

She held her hand to my cheek and gazed into my eyes, giving me a kiss on my forehead I couldn’t feel. She disappeared, swirling around the cart in a whip of wind before returning to the metal disc, which, thanks to her, I now knew was called an Aleph.

Time began again.



• • •

Bil choked. The acrid tang of blood filled the air. The color fled his face as scarlet rivulets of blood slid down his neck. He stared at me, accusatory, as he fell to his knees. His eyes dimmed, still stuck on me, before he fell, face-first, and moved no more.

I covered my face with my good hand and shuddered, reeling at how quickly and thoroughly my life had fallen apart.

Of the magic, I felt nothing. My body flared with pain, but I ignored Bil’s bloodied corpse and staggered over to Aenea, putting my hand back to her neck. After an aching pause, I felt a heartbeat, then another. Slow, weak, but steady.

Drystan was staring down at Bil, wide-eyed, still holding the cane and its red-stained blade.

“Drystan,” I said, my voice stronger. “Look at me.”

His head turned toward me with effort. His eyes were black, no blue iris showing. His mouth was slack. With a thunk, he dropped the cane.

“I . . . I didn’t mean to,” Drystan said, his voice faint.

“I know,” I said. My throat closed tight as I stroked Aenea’s hair.

I heard more footsteps, and I reached for the cane. The Shadow was due any minute, and Aenea needed help.

This time, though, I saw very different shadows. Tauro, his bulk filling most of the doorframe, and Juliet a slighter figure at his right. Beside her was Violet, the cyrinx as tall as her hip, freed from her cage.

The big cat prowled into the cart. I smelled the wildness of her. Juliet and Tauro took in the scene, neither of them seeming too surprised. Violet’s lips pulled back from sharp teeth. She sniffed Bil, and for a horrible moment, I feared she’d start lapping at the blood. She went to Aenea, snuffling near her face, and I stumbled closer.

“Don’t hurt her!” I said.

Violet looked up at me, with that unnerving, uncanny intelligence, and then to Juliet. Violet purred loudly, crouching over Aenea’s prone form. I felt a spark catch on the air, and I sensed that, somehow, the great cat had perhaps healed Aenea a little further. Before I could even comprehend what I had just sensed, the cyrinx strode to the Leopard Lady’s side. I caught another burst of her magic against my skin as Violet glimmered a blue the exact shade of Penglass and changed.

Her limbs lengthened, her features shifted, and within moments, a woman stood on two legs. She had olive skin and hair that appeared black but shimmered the same dark purple as a cyrinx’s fur. She wore nothing but was unashamed of her nakedness. She took Juliet’s hand in hers.

“Violet,” I said.

She inclined her head. “Micah Grey.” Her voice was almost a purr.

I tightened my hand around the Aleph. Once she’d been released from the safe, Anisa must have called to them . . . and they heard her. This was more than the glowing of Penglass, more than that spark in my chest or Anisa’s ghost. I had watched a great cat take human form. Anisa had been right. Chimaera were real, and they had indeed returned. 

“She needs the hospital,” I said, gesturing to Aenea. “Can you take her?”

Tauro stepped forward and gathered her carefully in his arms.

“Yes,” Juliet said. “The others will pool together to help with the cost of it. Fear not. But this . . .” She glanced around at the tent, at the body, the blood. “Drystan, will you take on Bil’s role? Will you be ringmaster of the Circus of Magic?”

“No,” he said, the force of the word making me flinch. “The circus is broken, and I’m not sure any of us could fix it.”

Juliet inclined her head. “I understand.” Her head turned towards me. “Where will you go?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “You?”

“We’ve heard of a place where there might be more. Like us. We’ll go in search of them. You should come.”

My gaze flicked to Drystan, who hung his head. I wasn’t sure he was listening at all.

“He would not be welcome, I am afraid,” Juliet said. “For he is not like you or me.”

—No, Anisa said to me, privately. That is not the path you take. Juliet’s eyes went to the Aleph in my hand. She’d heard the Phantom Damselfly. She smiled, faintly. “We’ll meet again, I suspect. If the time comes.”

—You will, Anisa said, her voice ringing with certainty.

“Then I wish you three well,” I said, even as part of me yearned to go with them.

“How will you deal with . . . this?” Juliet asked.

“I know what to do.” Drystan’s words were rough. He picked up a box of matches from Bil’s dresser. I closed my eyes briefly.

“Yes,” Juliet said. “It’s what I’d recommend.”

“Thank you for everything,” I said to them. “But hurry, please. Aenea needs help.”

“Good luck, Micah,” Juliet said. Violet took Frit’s robe, still hanging by the door, and put it on. She glanced over her shoulder at me before she left the cart, her eyes shining yellow.

Tauro rose, carrying Aenea. I wanted to reach for her hand, to whisper how sorry I was, to say goodbye. I wished I could slow down time again so these last instances with her stretched out longer. I didn’t want to let her go. But the moment passed in a blink, Tauro left the cart, and she was lost to me.

Drystan was still staring at Bil’s body. Pearls from my dress lay scattered in the pool of blood.

“Drystan,” I said. “We have to go. There’s a Shadow after me. Bil captured me because this Shadow is meant to be coming back for me at midnight. That’s any minute.”

He blinked. Once, twice. A third time. 

“Drystan,” I urged again.

“Right,” he said. “Right.” Drystan picked up my pack and slung it over his shoulder.

At the open door, we could still faintly hear the sounds of the rest of the circus. A sea shanty floated up the beach. Sayid had begun to play his sitar, and another tumbler, probably Amir, played the drums. Bethany sang the tune, her voice dancing over the notes. The sounds of merriment clashed with the horror surrounding us. The performers, the workers, my friends and my sometimes-enemies. None of them knew what was coming, but they would soon enough.

Drystan struck the match.
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SUMMER: PENMOON

“Some say that if a person commits a crime the night of the Penmoon, the Lady of the Moon herself ensures they face justice.”

A HISTORY OF ELADA AND ITS FORMER COLONIES, PROFESSOR CAED CEDAR, ROYAL SNAKEWOOD UNIVERSITY

We crept from Bil’s cart, keeping to the shadows. I smelled the smoke, but it’d take a little longer before the circus realized something was burning.

“Thank you,” I said, still dazed.

“And where will you go now?” Drystan asked from behind me, his voice a whisper. “You turned down the chance to go with them.”

So, he had been listening.

“I—I don’t know,” I said. I paused between two carts, trying to find the best way back to mine. I realized that I’d assumed he’d want to remain with me without confirming. “If you don’t plan to leave—If you don’t want—I can figure something—”

“I’m not staying here, Micah,” Drystan cut me off, flatly.

I remembered his echoed words in the cart less than an hour ago. I don’t want it. I never did. He’d already been planning to leave the circus; Bil had almost killed Frit, and Drystan had likely saved her life.

“We’re in this together, I think,” he said. 

I didn’t even attempt to hide my relief. “Where will we go?”

“Somewhere safe. You’ll have to trust me. Do you?”

“Yes.” Of course I did, after everything I’d seen, after all he’d done to save me.

Blood drops shining mid-air like rubies.

He nodded, dragging me back from that dark image. “Right. We have to be quick.”

We dashed across a gap in the carts. Drystan went to his caravan long enough to throw a coat over his motley and grab his money. I gripped the wheel spokes with my better hand. My thumb hurt, my knuckles were white, and I shivered with shock, fear, and the cold promise of autumn.

I wanted to cry out Aenea’s name. I wanted to run across town and find her in the infirmary, no matter the danger. I wanted to beg her forgiveness.

I had to shove what had just happened down deep. If I didn’t, then I’d start crying and never stop. Drystan had brought one of his shirts and took off my coat long enough to fashion the fabric into a makeshift sling for my arm, and I gritted my teeth against the pain. Cyril had broken his arm because of me, so this seemed a fitting punishment. When Anisa saved Aenea, some of that power had begun to heal my injuries, but I was still in a sorry state. Drystan put the jacket back around my shoulders, his touch gentle.

“Come on,” he said.

We began walking up the beach, bathed in the light of Penglass. I wished it were darker. The pale sand was painted baby blue. Drystan urged me to lean on him with my good shoulder. I felt like I was on the verge of fainting. The sand rocked beneath us as we walked. With each step, I hoped that we were that much closer to safety.

Far off, we heard a din from the direction of the circus. We dared a glance over our shoulders, the movement sending a lightning bolt of pain down my side. The flames had taken over Bil’s cart, and people were working hard to put them out.

Far off, I heard a lion’s roar, and I wondered if Violet had left the cage open behind her when she fled.

I spotted the other clowns in their myriad motley, their heads turning towards us. But it was the person behind them that frightened me more. He wasn’t wearing the hat, but something about his stride made me recognize Shadow Elwood.

“Run!” I cried.

Drystan straightened and grabbed my unhurt arm, dragging me across the sand so quickly my feet barely touched the ground. My arm burned with every step, but I ignored the pain. Soon I was leading Drystan, though I had no idea where we were going. I knew the Shadow was following.

We raced along the promenade, knocking into people and spilling their drinks or forcing them to duck out of the way. Their shouted curses echoed down the streets.

“Left!” Drystan instructed. We darted into a side alley and ran, startling the street rats who had burrowed under trash for the night.

“Left again!” Drystan said, and we turned, shocking a man nuzzling the neck of a woman in an alleyway.

“Right!” Drystan continued to direct us as we navigated our way through the maze of Imachara. The Penglass made it bright enough to see, but we stumbled over missing cobblestones.

The Shadow was gaining on us, his footsteps louder. We were firmly in the Copper District. Not the worst part of town, but not the best. We’d run into a dead end: a glowing Penglass dome blocked our way.

“Iphigenia Laurus,” Shadow Elwood said.

I twirled around, my heart clamoring in my ears. “Shadow Elwood.”

He was breathing heavily. I recognized his unassuming features from that day in Sicion. He held a gun in his hands, but he wasn’t close enough for me to tell if it was Vestige or not.

“How’d you learn who I am?” he asked, cocking his head in curiosity.

“A little damselfly told me,” I said, my words sharply sarcastic.

“Ah. Your brother visited you,” he said, unwittingly letting me know he was unaware of Anisa. “Interesting. No matter. You’ve gotten yourself into more trouble than you know how to handle, I fear,” the Shadow said. “You know how this looks, don’t you? Like you’ve killed your employer and run off with gold and your new boy.”

“You went to Bil. This is your fault.”

“Bil Ragona did more than he was meant to. Shouldn’t have involved him. I’ll admit that easily enough. He wasn’t meant to hurt you. Should have done it myself.”

I glared at him.

“I appreciate that you hate me,” he said. “That’s fine. But it’s time to come along home and give up the charade, Miss Laurus. Your parents are worried sick about you. I’m sure we can find a way to clear up this mess and you can go back to your old life.”

“That’s not my life,” I said, my voice quivering with emotion. “I’m not going back. And we both know my parents aren’t your client.”

His face flickered, and I felt a rush that I’d managed to surprise him a second time.

“How many more people are you going to hurt because you’re delaying the inevitable, Iphigenia?”

“Stop calling me that. It’s not my name.”

I sensed Drystan behind me, tense, unsure what to do next.

“Heard your girl got badly hurt. She might not make it,” Shadow Elwood said. “Were you the one to kill the ringmaster, or was it your other . . . friend, here, who struck the final blow? Someone will take the fall for it. Even once the flames die down, the evidence will point to murder.”

I didn’t answer, but his words made me feel small and selfish. If I hadn’t been so dead set against my life as Iphigenia Laurus, if I’d never have joined the circus, Aenea would never have been hurt, and Drystan wouldn’t have had to do what he did.

“Who do you really work for?” I asked.

He shook his head, a secretive smile playing around his mouth.

“I think I know,” I said. “If it’s who I think, he’s influential. If I went with you, would he make sure none of this came back to my friend?”

“Micah . . .” Drystan whispered. “You can’t go with him.”

“Of course he could, Iphigenia,” the Shadow said, placating. “He doesn’t give a damn about your friend here.”

I hesitated, my mind trying to find some play, some angle, some way out of it.

“You can come willingly or not,” the Shadow said, sensing he was losing me. “But one way or the other, you will leave with me tonight.”

I had a split second of anticipating what he’d do next. Maybe Anisa’s spirit showed me, or perhaps it was only a guess. He’d rush me, grabbing a pair of handcuffs from his pocket. He’d shoot Drystan, first, to get him out of the way. He might not make it a killing blow, but he wouldn’t be very discerning. The Shadow had admitted that—he didn’t care. With my injuries, he knew I wouldn’t be able to fight back as viciously. All the Shadow would have to do was press down on my shoulder, and I’d scream and collapse. Then he’d have me, and it’d be over.

The Phantom Damselfly’s Aleph burned in my coat pocket. That spark caught in my chest again, and I knew exactly what to do.

I took a few steps from the Shadow until my back bumped against the Penglass dome.

“Close your eyes,” I told Drystan.

“What?” he said.

“Just trust me! And whatever you do, don’t look.”

His eyelids closed without a moment’s hesitation. I placed both palms flat against the dome, squeezing my own eyes shut, and I let that power within me pulse into the Penglass itself.

Two hands. On Penglass in Copper. Under the light of the full moon.
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“I know I have created magic to rival the greatest anyone has ever known. What I do not know is whether the price of the gamble was worth it.”
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Even behind my eyelids, the light was blinding. I heard the Shadow behind me cry out and the sound of him falling, hard. I took my hands away, shaking, until I thought it was safe enough to open my eyes again.

The Shadow must have put his arms up, which spared him the worst of it, but he lay sprawled on the ground, knocked out cold. Unless he was dead. I was too afraid to check.

I stared down at my hands, which didn’t seem to be my own. The palms were subtly glowing with shifting colors, like Vestige metal. Slowly, the light faded, but I felt the power in my chest.

Drystan’s eyes were still screwed shut.

“You can look,” I said.

Drystan took in the scene before him. People leaned out of their windows, but they were moving slowly, strangely, as though underwater. Behind us, the Penglass dome shone twice as bright as any other dome in the city. Drystan was moving at a normal speed. I’d dragged him into the bubble of whatever I’d done to time around me.

He stared about in wonder and not a little fear.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We ignored our pain and our wounds, running through the half-frozen people. Gradually, they sped up, and the warmth within me faded. When we could run no longer, we darted into an alleyway. Time had clicked back into place. I sucked air into my lungs, feeling dizzy.

I had no idea where in the city we were. I glanced behind us. No Shadow. The streets were empty.

We walked, hoping to draw less attention. I was unbearably thirsty. Drystan took the lead, and I staggered along as well as I could as he took us even deeper into the streets of Imachara. My breathing calmed, though I suspected I was still in shock. Everything had a dreamlike quality about the edges, but my heart still hammered behind my ribcage.

“Do you know where we are?” I asked Drystan when I could speak again.

“Still in the Copper District.”

I shivered, acutely aware that I was wearing little more than ripped petticoats and a thin coat.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

“About what?”

“I’m—I’m different. You’ve seen what I can do. I don’t even know if that Shadow’s still alive.”

“I doubt we’d be that lucky,” Drystan said, darkly.

“Trouble might keep following me and drag you along with it. I wouldn’t blame you for setting off on your own instead of sticking with a monster like me.” My words were bitter.

He’d been keeping a wary eye on the street, but his head whipped towards me, his expression more earnest than I’d ever seen. He stopped us. “Listen to me, Micah. You might be unusual, but I’m rather odd as well, and I’m certainly far more monstrous than you could ever be.” He said the words so sadly, I found myself reaching for him. He hesitated, then took my hand and drew me to him.

We clung to each other. It was one of the few times we’d touched outside of the pantomime. Drystan held me so tightly it hurt my injuries, but I didn’t pull away. Strangely, we didn’t cry. We held each other, grounding ourselves.

Eventually, I opened my eyes and pulled back from his warmth. Above us, it began to rain, the drizzles catching in the lights of the gas lamps and the Penglass.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked.

“I have a friend.”

“And what type of friend is he?”

“He’s a magician.”

I sucked in a breath. He’d mentioned he’d worked with one when we’d played cards on the train. Mother had called stage magicians charlatans and tricksters. But she’d said the same of the circus, where I’d never felt more at home until Drystan and I burned it down.

“Is he a . . . real magician?” I asked. “Or a sorcerer?”

“Some said his shows were so good back in the day, they could only be true magic, but I never learned the ways of all of his tricks. Magic, or not, they were still a wonder.”

“What’s his name?”

“You’re unlikely to know it. He’s a magician who’s been in disgrace for the last fifteen years.”

“Disgrace?” My stomach flipped. “What did he do?”

Drystan stared into space, the lamplight gilding his hair. The rain came down harder. “It’s a long story, but the shortest version is that he lost a duel with a rival magician and once-friend, and he hasn’t been allowed to perform since. He gives séances to get by, now.”

“He raises the dead?” My stomach dropped.

Drystan’s mouth twisted. “So some say.”

I rubbed my face with my uninjured hand.

“Can we trust him?”

“He owes me a life debt.”

That wasn’t an exact answer, but a life debt was no small matter, either.

“Do . . . do you think we’ll be safe there?”

“As safe as we can be.” Drystan’s lips tightened. “I can’t think of anywhere else to go.”

—Anisa? I asked, cautiously.

—From the circus ring to the magician’s stage, she said. This is what’s meant to be. I hope you believe that I am on your side now. I always have been. I was made to find you. This Drystan, he stays in your story longer. Keep him close.

She’d said Aenea’s role in my story was short. I tried not to think of how desperately I’d begged for her to be saved and the Damselfly’s hesitation. I remembered Aenea’s face, close to mine in the cart, her hand on my cheek. The taste of her lips. I’d lost her. Was Anisa implying I’d lose Drystan eventually, too?

That night, at least, I was too tired to question it.

“Let’s go, then,” I said.

Drystan took my hand, with Anisa’s ghostly words echoing in my mind, the white clown of the circus led me through the streets of Imachara, and I had no choice but to follow.



• • •

We didn’t run.

We kept to the shadows as we sneaked through the streets of Imachara. Any noise made us jump.

Every step hurt my various injuries. Drystan held out his hand for me to stop. We’d reached our destination.

“This is where we’ll find the magician?” I asked, looking up at the building.

Drystan nodded. The flickering light of the gas lamps cast shadows across a building with a sign that declared it ‘The Kymri Theatre’. The boarded windows stared out like blinded eyes from the soot-streaked limestone. The columns carved with hundreds of glyphs and stylized demigods had once been brightly painted, but only a few chips of teal and orange paint remained.

There were still a few hardy souls out, hunched against the rain: two men sharing an umbrella, and a woman with her hood tight around her face, heels clicking along the cobblestones. We turned our faces away.

The wide, impenetrable door was reinforced with swirling tendrils of brass. Drystan hesitated before stepping forward and thumping the heavy lion’s head knocker.

We waited in silence, my heartbeat still thundering in my ears. My pack with all my worldly possessions lay heavy on my shoulder. The drizzling rain turned into drops that snaked their way down my spine. Through the door, I heard footsteps.

The key clunked in the lock and one of the brass and oaken doors swung inward. Whoever was behind it remained in shadow.

“Who is it?” a voice asked. “It’s late. We’re closed.”

“Someone you owe a favor, Jasper Maske.” Drystan held up a silver coin. “And a séance.”

The door opened further. A tall man emerged from the gloom. He had a pale, somber face flanked by dark hair and silvered temples. An immaculate beard framed his mouth. He held an orange glass globe in one hand, the light dancing against the dips and crevices of his face. He was the very image of a magician, from his shining boots to his neatly arranged cravat.

Drystan and I must have made a strange pair on his doorstep. The white clown’s bleached hair was plastered to his skull. Remnants of greasepaint smeared his cheeks, and his pale motley showed beneath his open coat, translucent with the rain. I made an even odder sight, in a patched coat over a torn wedding dress, my face blooming with bruises.

He regarded us for a long moment. “Drystan Hornbeam. My, but it has been a long time.”

He knew Drystan’s full name, then, and his past.

“And who is your companion?” he asked, turning his attention to me.

“Micah,” I said, holding out my unbroken arm, which he didn’t take.

He peered at me. To his credit, he didn’t ask why a youth with a boy’s name and voice stood on his threshold in a torn wedding dress.

Drystan rolled the coin along his knuckles.

“Very well, Drystan. Keep your coin,” Maske said. “And come inside.”

—Come one, come all, Anisa whispered in my mind. Step right up. 




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Pantomime has been on quite the journey since I first came up with the initial idea in December 2009, and there have been so many people who have helped me along the way. Thank you to my mother, Sally Baxter, for being my staunch, unshakable supporter, and to my father, Gary Richardson (RIP), for his constant enthusiasm. I still have his copies of the first edition with all his annotations and notes in the margins. Thank you to Craig, my husband, for his love, support, heroic patience, and many cups of tea.

My thanks to Amanda Rutter, for seeing the glimmer of something worth developing in the early draft in 2011. Thank you to Julie Crisp, for giving it another chance a few years later. Thank you to Juliet Mushens, my Leopard Lady agent, for finding a home for this series not only once, not twice, but now four times, and thank you to everyone else at Mushens Entertainment. Thank you to Aranya Jain, Betsy Wollheim, Ben Schrank, Laura Fitzgerald, Jack Perry, Patrick Guaschino, and everyone at DAW, Astra, and Penguin Random House. Thank you to Jo Dickinson, Molly Powell, Kate Keehan, and everyone at Hodderscape. More thanks to Anthony O’Mahoney for the map (this world finally has a map!) and Vera Drmanovski for its gorgeous new cover art.

Thank you to my friends Erica Bretall and Shawn DeMille for early reads and being wonderfully picky. Also Kim Curran, Wesley Chu, Amy McCulloch, the Inkbots writers’ group, The Cabal, and many friends along the way who took the time to pick over the book and had a ringside seat for the various ups and downs. Gratitude to Katie Cummins for continued social media assistance. Thank you to Kieran,  Arcady Wolf, C.J., Emma, my mom, and Sasha for being thoughtful early readers of its new iteration, and to every friend who has given it a read.

Most of all, my deepest gratitude to my readers who have spent time in R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic. For years, I’d paste every kind message I received from a reader into a Word document and I’d scroll through it when I was feeling disheartened and tempted to give up this whole writing thing. I hope you enjoy this newer version. You’re the reason I was able to dip beneath the big top and climb onto the magician’s stage again. Thank you. What a gift.




READ ON FOR MORE FROM L. R. LAM

[image: image]




A Conversation with L. R. Lam

What was your writing process like? Was your process different for this novel than for Dragonfall or Emberclaw?

The first time around, I tricked myself into writing Pantomime. I was in my early 20s, and I’d just moved from California to Scotland. While at university, I’d written a novel with Micah Grey about ten years older and working as a Shadow solving mysteries in Elada, but it wasn’t very good. I liked the character and the world, though, so I wrote a “short story” about Micah joining the circus as a teenager. It kept growing, so I told myself I was writing a “novelette,” then a “novella,” until I finally had a novel-length thing. I was working off gut instinct. I didn’t know as much about craft yet, though I’d been reading two to three books a week since I was eleven. There was no pressure—I didn’t think it’d ever end up published, and I was just doing it for fun. I do sometimes miss that stage, when it was only for me.

As for Dragonfall, it was my ninth published book. I’d sold it on a twenty-thousand-word proposal, though much ended up shifting from that initial sample—Everen and Sorin’s genders were swapped, for example, and the plot changed entirely. The core concept remained the same: a dragon trapped in human form falling in love with a genderfluid thief.

Despite my deeper knowledge of craft, Dragonfall took a long time to coalesce properly. I reached 30k and threw it out three times before I figured out the direction I wanted it to go. I had a lot more pressure with deadlines, high expectations for myself, and a decade of a sometimes rocky path through the publishing industry that knocked my confidence. I also drafted a lot of it in the COVID lockdowns, which was of course its own challenge. 

You’ve returned to this novel after more than ten years. What sort of changes did you make, while editing the novel after a long gap? Why did you make those changes?

There’s a saying here in Scotland and northern England: ‘shy bairns get nae sweeties’ (shy children don’t get any candy). After Dragonfall did well I knew I was beyond lucky to get a second chance with this series, so how could I expect a third and a fourth? I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask, though, and I’m so glad I did.

While it would’ve been significantly less work to give it a quick polish and stop at that, when I realized there was an opportunity to revisit it properly, I wanted to take it. I had made some very minor line edit changes when it was first republished in 2017, but this time, I wanted to really get stuck in.

Luckily, my new US editor, Aranya Jain, was supportive of me making more changes and also found it interesting to edit a whole trilogy in one go—usually there’s a year or so between volumes, so this was a new experience for both of us.

This time around, I was able to better foreshadow later events because I obviously knew how it all shook out. I made it tighter, deepened some characterization, smoothed over some plot elements. I heightened magical elements and made Micah more active. The flashbacks were condensed and moved earlier in the narrative.

I still largely stand by the earlier versions of this series, but, I’ve now written over ten more novels across various subgenres. I’ve taught creative writing for seven years, book coached for another two, and so I’d like to think I’ve learned more about craft and developed my voice in that time. I also discovered a lot about myself and my identity, which informed this new draft. 

One of the larger changes I’ve made is that the series is now a bit gentler, because I think we need that escapism now more than ever. Micah still faces challenges and prejudice, but certain things are a bit less edgy for the sake of being edgy, and other elements now have more nuance, I hope. Micah is more confident in himself and more frustrated that the world around him is less accepting. He’s also been aged up by a few years, which has impacted other elements of the story.

How did you find Micah’s character and voice?

Micah came to me in part because growing up, I always loved stories about a girl disguising herself as a boy to prove she could do anything. Then I asked myself: what if that wasn’t a disguise, either? I did over a year of research about intersex and gender identity before beginning the project. I was later diagnosed with a hormonal imbalance that’s affected me in various ways, but do not personally claim the intersex label.

Micah’s voice always came quite easily to me. I’ve written hundreds of thousands of words from his point of view, more than any other character. I’ve always had such a soft spot for him. While he’s been treated unfairly, he’s always trying his best, and I find his earnestness and his openness to a sense of wonder endearing.

What made you choose ‘gaslamp’ fantasy, and this setting, based on Victorian Scotland? Are there any fun easter eggs that eagle-eyed fans should look out for?

When I wrote Pantomime, I had moved from the Bay Area of California to Aberdeen, Scotland, which is mostly granite Victorian architecture. That was a big inspiration. The circus historically had a couple of heydays—first the Victorian era and then around the Great Depression and into the fifties, so I thought Victorian-inspired Gaslamp fit well as a setting. I like the juxtaposition of growing technological advancements, like trains, with the magic of Vestige. There are a few Easter eggs, such as types of Vestige mentioned early on that become important later in the series.

If you were to cast Micah in a movie, who would you choose and why? How about Aenea, or Drystan?

I could see Bella Ramsey or Lachlan Watson as a great Micah. I met Luke Eisner recently at a fantasy ball and thought he might fit Drystan’s aura nicely. A range of people would be brilliant for Aenea. Perhaps Sadie Sink? I struggle a bit with fancasts, as I have clear pictures of the characters in my head, but if I were ever lucky enough for an adaptation, I know whoever auditioned and was cast would bring a lot to the role. The odds are long, but you never know. I’ll throw it out into the universe that I think it’d make a cool animated series, too.

If you were to join a circus, which role would you want to perform and why?

If I could have the athleticism and confidence, I’d love to be an aerialist, of course. Otherwise, I think I’d be that invisible person behind the scenes making sure everything goes according to plan.

Without spoilers, can you tell us which scene was the hardest to write, and why?

The climax. Weaving together all the strands, making sure there’s enough tension and action, and ensuring that it was satisfying without being too much of a cliffhanger has been a balancing act both in the earlier version and this one, but I think I’ve found it this time.

What do you think this book is saying about performance, and what it means to be a performer?

The novel is quite obviously playing with Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity. Expectations are put upon us by society, and in Gene/Micah’s case, he decided to shift that role and become who he wanted to be. The series asks which masks are worth taking off, and which remain. Beyond that, I found performances like the circus magical as a kid, and always loved stories about people running away to join them. I simply decided to make this circus a little more magical.

Without spoiling the plot, can you share what you think readers might enjoy most about the next two novels in the Micah Grey trilogy?

Performance remains a key theme, and the focus shifts to stage magic in Shadowplay. I really enjoyed blending real prestidigitation and illusion with more overt magic. In Pantomime, Micah doesn’t know much about his growing abilities or the potential return of Chimaera, so the stakes and revelations slowly rise across the three novels and culminate in Masquerade.

What do you most want readers to take away from this book?

I hope they take comfort in it and find it an escape as a good story, first and most of all. I also hope it helps readers feel seen, as I’ve said, but also that it might help others be more open-minded. Someone like Micah living his truth is not a threat to anyone else. Trans people are not the enemy. Intersex people (some of whom are also trans) exist, and non-essential surgeries are still done on infants obviously too young to consent. The definition of a man and a woman is not self-evident and clear-cut if you require a police state to enforce it. Gender essentialism and patriarchy should be questioned because in many ways, they hurt us all, no matter our sexuality or gender identity.

Someone like Micah doesn’t deserve to be punished and forced into a box because society has decided someone can only be this or that, without exceptions. There are many shades of grey. Above all, we all deserve to be free to be ourselves, and we all deserve to fly.




Reading Group Guide for Pantomime


1. Which circus act or curiosity would most grab your attention on your first visit to R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic?

2. What are some of the most arresting or bizarre curiosities, displays, acts, or museum exhibitions you’ve seen in real life? Did any of them change your perspective on anything?

3. Why do you think this novel is structured the way it is, with flashbacks woven through the narrative? How do you think your reading experience might’ve differed, if the novel were written chronologically?

4. Which circus act would you most want to join?

5. Do you relate to Micah at all? How about Aenea, or Drystan? If so, in what way?

6. In many ways, Pantomime is a story about rebirth, as Micah finds himself anew. How inevitable did Micah’s journey feel to you? 

7. Which aspects of Micah can you connect back to Gene’s upbringing, skillset, or experiences? Which aspects of Micah feel like they’re totally new in the circus setting?

8. What was your favorite scene? How about your favorite line?

9. What do you think the Phantom Damselfly wants? Would you trust her, if you were Micah?

10. If you haven’t yet read Shadowplay, what do you think will happen next to Micah and Drystan?






On Creating Some Necromancers

I both am and am not superstitious about talking about new projects.

I’m increasingly wary of sharing prose snippets of unfinished work too widely, because I edit over myself so many times that it becomes instantly superseded (and yes, I am fully aware there are technically three versions of the Micah Grey trilogy floating around now).

The current title of my next fantasy is A Song for the Undying, which I think will stick, as my whole publishing team and I love it, but while I’m drafting, I still often call a project “[X] Book.” So this one is Necromancer Book. Previous nicknames for projects include: Dragon Book, Circus Book (these are obvious), Bonkers Book (this was False Hearts—I thought it was so weird that no one would want it), Brain Book (Shattered Minds). I call other WIPs Family Book and Moon Book.

I wanted to give you the vibes of this next fantasy project and some of what I’ve figured out so far. I’m drawing back the curtain of my chaotic-yet-somewhat-systematic process, and we’ll all see what stayed the same and what didn’t by the time that book hits the shelves. No two writers work the same, but here is how I write a book.

STEP ONE: SPECULATION (DAYDREAMING)

I let story ideas percolate for a long time while I work on other projects. I’ll daydream about them while staring out of a window. I’ll get a sudden flash of insight and make a note of it, but there’s no official work done. Not yet. This is where it’s all promise. This is where it’s escape.

I need a few things before I know a book has legs: the core concept or the ‘what-if’ question, and, if I’m writing something with a romance focus, the protagonist and the love interest. I’ll often have a loose collection of scenes that I can picture very strongly, though I might not know where in the narrative each scene goes yet. I also think about subgenre expectations: this one is my take on gothic fantasy, and I wanted to toy with the arranged marriage trope. I’ve flirted with gothic and some elements of horror before, so I’m leaning into that a little more while still keeping things romantic. I’ll also probably have an element of mystery weaving everything together. I seem incapable of writing something that’s firmly one genre.

STEP TWO: GATHERING THE LORE (RESEARCH & CONTEXTUAL READING)

Even if my world is entirely made up, I’m a big researcher. I’ll read a lot of nonfiction books. I’ve also done a few hiking trips through different parts of Scotland, taking in the scenery, the wildlife, and the atmosphere. For this project, I’ve been reading a lot of gothic fiction, both set in our world or on secondary worlds. It took me a while to settle on the historical setting I’m loosely drawing from, but at present, it’s 1500s England/Scotland. I’ve specifically been doing a lot of research on the Border Wars and the Border Reivers, which is a fascinating period of history that not a lot of people know much about. The Borders had six Marches, or three on each side, each overseen by a Warden. Reivers, or raiders, would be from a range of socio-economic backgrounds, and they’d cross the border to steal cattle or other items from clans on the opposite side, sometimes leaving flames and dead bodies in their wake. This meant that the Borders was essentially a wild frontier. Yet the Border people would also intermarry and sometimes feel more kinship with each other than those farther north or south. There were periods of peace in between bitter battles. Check out The Steel Bonnets by George MacDonald Fraser if you’d like to learn more.

For the myth and setting, I’m similarly drawing a lot from England and Scotland, but some other influences, like Norse and Irish, will inevitably work their way in, I suspect. I also have a few chapters set in a fantasy version of France.

Some of the other nonfiction books I’ve read so far are:

Beware the Banshee’s Cry: The Folklore and History of Messengers of Death—Steven J. Rolfes. An interesting look at both Irish and Scottish banshee myths.

Ancestors: A Prehistory of Britain in Seven Burials—Alice Roberts. A fascinating insight into burial practices, particularly in the United Kingdom.

Wild: Tales from Early Medieval Britain –Amy Jeffs. She also has a few other books like Storyland and Saints. Poetic, beautiful books highlighting how myth intersects with place.

Religion and the Decline of Magic—Keith Thomas. A look at religion and how it interconnects with folkloric magic.

The Elucidation of Necromancy: Lucidarium Artis Nigromantice—Attributed to Peter of Abano. An older book about the rituals of magic from the sixteenth century.

I’ve also been reading a lot of Border Ballads (Tam Lin is probably the most famous of these) and researching a lot about music and singing in the 1500s, both in the Borders and in France.

STEP THREE: COLLECTING THE ELEMENTS (PRE-PLANNING)

Here’s some of what I know so far about the core concept, key characters, and themes:

Long ago, a mortal man convinced a goddess of life and death to lend him her powers for a year and a day so he could end war and suffering among his people. Of course, when the time came to return these powers, he betrayed the goddess, imprisoned her, and kept the magic (humans betraying gods is a recurring theme in my work, what can I say). The goddess eventually broke free, enacted her fury, and cursed the island. Even all these years later, when war rises in the hearts and minds of men on this island, those who die by violence no longer stay dead. What if those who have lost everyone they’ve ever loved, especially if they’re young, kindle an ability to control the dead?

This island, therefore, has had several Wars of the Dead, and the book opens on the most recent bloody iteration: the slaughter of a prominent Border family at Ravensworth Castle, with a necromancer waiting nearby to control every undying. A corpse falls and then rises again to slaughter other members of their own family.

My protagonist, the then-seventeen-year-old daughter of the Ravensworth laird, snuck out of the castle with the help of the groundskeeper’s son she’d been having an illicit affair with. They reached the stables, but while she managed to escape on a horse, a crowd of the undying converged on him.

(You’ll notice I’m being deliberately vague about character and place names, but this is because they’re not set in stone yet. Ravensworth will probably stay. Probably).

Ten years or so later, my protagonist is on the mainland, working at one of the penny universities or salons where anyone, no matter their station, can come listen to the music or lectures for the price of a cup of tea. The (optimistically titled) Last War of the Dead finished seven years earlier on that cursed island, and the southern part finally annexed the north. One day, the former princess of the north, who married the son of the southern King and so is Queen of both, finds our protagonist in this coffee shop and later invites her to her guest quarters in the Palace to make an offer she can’t refuse.

While the war has technically ended and the curse has fled from most of the island, it’s still going strong in the Borderlands, and no one knows exactly why. The Wardens are all necromancers, and the Queen says that if the protagonist wants her ancestral home back, which she cannot legally inherit, she could marry this Necromancer General. The Queen and King are hoping strategic marriages might help with peace and banishing the curse.

Our protagonist initially says no, but the Queen says that none of the remaining Necromancers will live long-term, as each time they control the dead it degrades their souls, and they eventually all flame out and die. These Necromancer Wardens are among the last, unless war breaks out again. So, if the protagonist can bear a male heir before that happens, the castle and its lands will be hers once more.

Of course, when she finally arrives at Ravensworth Castle, nothing is straightforward or what she expected. The Borderlands are dangerous as the undying still roam, the politics with the other Wardens are strained, and secrets of the past make themselves known. To break the curse, she might have to give up far more than she bargained for.

Themes include grief and loss, primarily, but also the lingering effects of war, class, burnout, and others that will arise naturally as I write and I pretend I planned all along.

I mentioned that I was also toying with arranged marriage dynamics. Often, in stories, it’s a woman from a poorer background who goes to an ancient manor. The love interest is a brooding man whose family has had wealth and privilege for generations. But what if the woman entered into this arranged marriage to gain back what she’d lost, and in the progress also had to wrangle with how her family came about that wealth in the first place? Or what would it be like to grow up poor and suddenly inherit that wealth and title as a reward for a war where you never wished to fight in the first place? I thought that’d be interesting to investigate.

I use various plotting methods. I tend to think in five act structure, with a mid-point twist or revelation. Most recently, I tend to use a program called Plottr as a sort of working macro outline, or I use the notecards in Dabble, a writing software, as needed. I also do a lot of freewriting longhand, as I find that helps unlock my brain and I make better connections and revelations.

STEP FOUR: EXPERIMENTS (FIRST DRAFTING/EDITING)

I used to plan things out very intensely, as far through the plot as I could. These days, I tend to map out the first act in more detail and keep scattered notes of what I think will happen later on. I often like to have an idea of my ending and the turning points at the end of each act. I then draft the first act to test the outline. The opening 25-30k of the book always takes me much longer than the rest. It can take a while to find the characters’ voices, to make the necessary constraints on the world, or to figure out the best order to lay out those opening pieces.

I’ve figured out some of my magic rules. Necromancers can only control the dead for about three days. The undying themselves can move around for about a week before they finally succumb to decay. The undying begin their undeath with nearly all their memories of their life, but gradually lose them. A more senior or powerful necromancer can also control a newly transformed necromancer’s power if they bind their soul with a ritual, and this can help delay their own soul flaming out. This is also all subject to change, but so far feels right.

For many writers, the wobble point is anywhere between 20k to 40k. 25k-30k is often where I lose my nerve. But any book where I’ve gotten to the 40k mark, I ended up finishing, even if the manuscript wasn’t eventually published.

After I feel like act 1 is working well enough to continue, I’ll map out the next 6-8 chapters in more detail and start building in other plot points as they occur to me. Around every 25k-30k, I tend to stop and edit what I have, as it helps me make later connections and feel more grounded in the story.

The result is that it takes me a lot longer to do a first draft compared to someone who writes all the way through without editing, but it does mean that by the time I reach the end, it’s usually the climax and denouement that’s really rough. I used to wish I could write a super messy draft quickly, but it’s not my way, and I’ve stopped fighting it.

STEP FIVE: EXPERIMENT IMPLOSIONS (CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE)

Inevitably, there’s a certain point where the book seems like it’s blown up in my face, singed off my eyebrows, and all the burned bits are scattered on the floor around me. Everything feels wrong and underdone. I’m not sure if the character motivations make sense, or there’s some plot point that’s eluding me. Maybe I’ve gone down a tangent and I realize it’s not justified. Or I put a key revelation in the wrong place, and don’t know whether it should come sooner or later.

Usually, my long, dark teatime of the soul happens right before I make a massive breakthrough, but every time, I forget this and decide I am the worst writer to ever put fingers to a keyboard. Then the breakthrough happens, and I feel relieved, wonder why I didn’t see the obvious thing sooner, and keep chipping away at the draft until, eventually, finally, I reach the end.

I also have one or two critique partners who I might sense-check certain things with along the way. One is my hiking buddy, Pete, and it is great fun wandering through the woods and making sure we steer clear of the pit of despair or the swamp of sadness and stick to the path of story.

STEP SIX: AMALGAMATION (EDITING)

Some writers adore the drafting stage and hate editing, but I fall into the other camp. I think that’s why I edit as I go, because I find it much more enjoyable. I find it less daunting if some scenes, at least, are already in fairly good shape. Edits are when my book starts to come alive and feel like an actual story. My editors let me know what they think is working, or they point to what I know isn’t yet and offer suggestions to help me fix it. I can brainstorm and work through thorny problems.

Editing is when I connect better with the characters. I can set up foreshadowing or see how to create the most satisfying experience for the reader. It becomes a puzzle to solve, which is satisfying. My prose becomes stronger. My dialogue sharpens. My worldbuilding is more cohesive. I love the stage when I get to play with rhythm and the sound of the sentences. All the pieces finally come together like a drop of quicksilver, shining and whole.

STEP SEVEN: TRANSMUTATION AND RELEASE

After all the various edits, copyedits, and proofs, the book is done. I do sometimes feel like Mia Thermopolis in The Princess Diaries when she gazes at herself in the mirror, makes a face, and goes “Well, as always, this is as good as it’s gonna get.” It’s an apt comparison because obviously, even pre-makeover, that character is beautiful, but she’s being self-deprecating and only seeing the flaws, or what society has told her are flaws. Art is subjective, and I think most artists are always striving to improve, or the finished project never quite matches the shiny promise of when it was at the daydreaming stage. But we let it go, or try to. I even write a goodbye letter to every book I write, on fancy stationary with a glass pen. The story then belongs to the reader, and the author starts all over again.

As I write this, I’ve done a lot of my research, some planning, and a whole heap of daydreaming, and I’m currently stress-testing act 1. Now it’s simply a matter of holding my nerve and trusting that, no matter how separate certain elements might seem, it’ll eventually coalesce. I look forward to Necromancer Book becoming (probably) A Song for the Undying and sharing it all with you when it’s ready.
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