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      Atlana had animal shit in her hair. Again.

      She looked at the wet lump clinging to the brown strands of her ponytail. It hung there like a pungent piece of fruit past its prime. Wonderful. She’d already used her water credits for the day. A shower would have to wait until tomorrow.

      She flicked the hunk back into the trough and continued shoveling challa refuse into the generator. It’s not like she smelled any cleaner after a good scrub down anyway.

      The Cirque Magnifique wasn’t the biggest starship she’d ever been on, but it certainly stank the most. If Captain Lawrence ever bothered to pay for pure fuel, she wouldn’t have to recycle like this. But paying for pure fuel meant admitting he had more money squirreled away, which meant paying the performers their full dues and even—stars forbid—admitting she was making a dent in the indentureship she inherited from Mother.

      But when you lived in a second-rate circus ship with a second-rate troop in a second-rate part of the galaxy, you got used to living a second-rate life.

      Atlana yanked on the shovel harder, the mess inside the trough making a squick-squelch as it refused to release her blade. With a grunt and a planted foot on the trough, she finally tugged the shovel free. She didn’t put this scoop in the generator but on a separate pan laid out to the side. She used the blade’s backside to flatten the refuse until it lay an inch thick. With the generator’s heat, the mess should be dry by morning. A trick Mother taught her. Enough heat, the right compounds of digested foods, and even crap had value.

      She’d have just enough time to cut, mix, and store the pans before the audience docked for tomorrow’s show.

      Not that any of the visitors would see her. Because that was something else Captain Lawrence refused to pay for—someone to manage the spotlight. So her mornings were spent shoveling. Her afternoons spent helping the performers and coercing the challas to behave. Her evenings spent managing the lights.

      She dropped the shovel into the now-empty trough. She ran her palm down her gray scrubs as though the rough recycled fabric were the finest silk.

      A longing ache sprang through her chest.

      Once. Just once. It would be nice to be out from the shadows and in the spotlight.

      A light came on in the engine room and Captain Lawrence’s voice burst over the airwaves. “Ship meeting in the big tent. Ten minutes. Attendance mandatory.”

      Atlana glanced at the screwed-in wall clock, edges stained yellow from all the thick stench. She wouldn’t have time to drop off the trough first. She groaned and hooked her hands underneath the heavy lip and tugged it down the hall into the elevator.

      Atlana slipped into the back of the big tent. It was located directly above the generator, with several floors and air filters in between to clear the smell. Not so much a tent as a massive room painted to invoke memories of old circuses, the metal ceiling and floors showcased flaking white and red stripes. A bolted ring filled the center of the room. Surrounding benches were rusted, but could easily fit two thousand people, like they did back in the Cirque Magnifique’s heyday. The windows showed stars and planets, a view you’d never get unless you were out in deep space.

      She flicked open a lighter from her pocket and swept it over her body to burn off some of the radiating fumes.

      The other performers trickled in, all different hues but with the same sun-leeched look of skin that hadn’t seen a planet’s surface in too long a time. A short contortionist who was picked off a prostitution station several years back, whose limbs were elongated with the right use of shadows. The tightrope walker, who could only get fifty feet off the ground without having a panic attack, but Atlana used the lights to make it look like she walked in between stars. The dancer whose mediocre flips were made breathtaking when Atlana made the floor beneath her momentarily disappear.

      Basically, Atlana used her mixes and the stage lights to make these second-rate performances much more desirable. Something else Mother taught her—use your gifts to make others shine and it’ll come back around.

      But Mother died without ever seeing the spotlight shine on herself.

      The dancer swept past, wrinkling her nose in Atlana’s direction. “You have shit on your face.”

      Atlana scowled and swiped a sleeve across her forehead.

      “It’s still there. On your cheek.” Her voice embodied everything the performers thought about Atlana. Grunt worker. Behind the scenes. No better than the common challa.

      Atlana clenched her fist, flicking the lighter on and off, then swiped again at her face. This time her sleeve showed the remnants.

      Captain Lawrence appeared from the back, striding into the ring. His whip curled into a tight circle against his side. He wore his bright red coat today, which meant he was in a good mood. He swept his arm out in a grand style. “Welcome. Thank you for coming on such short notice, but I have wonderful news.” He held the pause as though they were truly an audience, not a group of underpaid performers. “The Cirque Magnifique has been selected to join the Tour this year!”

      Atlana straightened and the performers tittered. The Tour was held every other year, a giant string of circus ships that visitors could dock in and out of at will. The profits from being part of the Tour could pay for the next five years. And the fame. Being part of a tour was a sure way to move from second to first rate and find yourself in the spotlight for years to come.

      Atlana cleared her throat, cutting through the noise. “How did we get in? Don’t you actually have to be, you know, good?”

      The tightrope walker hissed.

      Captain Lawrence cut a sharp glance at Atlana, the type that hinted she shouldn’t be anywhere near him after the meeting unless she wanted to meet his whip. “Apparently we were recommended.”

      “By who?” Atlana didn’t keep the confusion from her voice. Most people who came never bothered to return. Especially if they saw the challas. Everyone knew riling up such dumb animals was a cheap way to earn a clap.

      “Someone who attended Jelik’s performance,” Captain Lawrence said. The dancer’s chest puffed with pride. “Apparently the lights were a nice touch.” His tone shifted to hold a touch of resentment.

      Atlana stilled. Her lights? Her lights made the difference for them to join the Tour?

      Her core warmed, and it had nothing to do with the lighter still flicking on and off in her hand.

      The captain turned back to the crowd. “We will have other performers auditioning to join our troop starting tomorrow. There will be three days of individual practice, with no performances.”

      Atlana’s breath caught. She almost burned her finger on the lighter. No shows meant she wouldn’t have to spend hours calming the challas or helping the performers. She’d only have to manage the lights. Practically a vacation!

      Captain Lawrence was still talking. “On the fourth day, there will be a final run-through in front of your fellow performers. On the fifth, we will open to the public. Based on comments from performers and the audience’s reaction, the best performer will be our headline act of the Tour. All acts will be considered, though I will have final say. So get some rest. The shuttles start arriving early tomorrow.”

      Atlana grabbed the trough and pushed out of the room before the captain noticed her again. Her thoughts spun spun spun like a mesmerizing light show. If she could perform . . . If she were the best . . . She could completely pay off the indentureship.

      And she wouldn’t have to be behind the spotlight anymore.

      She lugged the trough back into the animal shuttle, then headed into her own room near the generators. She stumbled through the piles of dried refuse, organized by burn length and color, stacked by what was needed per performance. There was no closet, only a tiny stack of gray clothes and a small bag Mother had owned shoved into a forgotten corner. Above the filthy excuse for a bed pinned a ragged photo of Mother, who stared at a stage illuminated by her own illusions. Atlana touched the notebook where she wrote down her mother’s light recipes for good luck and collapsed on the mattress.

      She dozed right through the stank, already dreaming of colored lights wisping from her fingers, the silence in the moment before a stunned audience erupted into applause, and the warm glow of a spotlight on her face.
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      The hallways were packed with performers. It was barely past breakfast and already ten new shuttles had docked. Unfamiliar voices rang through the ship.

      Atlana tried to lug her light cart through, but the wall of bodies was too thick. You’d think they’d try to avoid the stacked sheet pans filled with dried refuse, but no. They couldn’t be bothered. She gritted her teeth and swore. If she didn’t drop this off in time, she’d be met with a lashing once she arrived at the spotlights. “Move!” she yelled.

      No one heard her.

      Someone shouldered past, nearly knocking her top layer of pans from the cart. Piece of— She turned to yell but got a mouthful of pink feather boas instead.

      She clicked her lighter, on and off, on and off. The pattern helped with the stress. “MOVE.” The word tore from her throat, but her voice was again drowned out.

      Then a giant shove hit her shoulder, knocking her to the floor. The lighter flew through the air, flame twirling in a large arc before—no—landing smack in the middle of the top pan.

      She barely had time to cover her eyes before green flames exploded from the cart, searing eight feet high. Screams split the hallway. The heat rolled off in a wave, scorching her back. The explosion faded and, for a moment, the green light lingered, creating a forested canopy in the sterile halls.

      A siren shrieked and water, much too late to do any good if there were an actual explosion, flooded the hallway, dousing the lights and any flames.

      Atlana groaned and twisted onto her knees. More performers knocked into her, preventing her from standing as they scattered from her section of the hallway. The new arrivals didn’t know Captain Lawrence was too cheap to make sure the fire-emergency protocols worked properly. Otherwise, the entire hallway would’ve been sucked into space to vent the fire.

      Atlana ran a hand through the ashes of her ruined forest flames. A week’s worth of work, destroyed. A knot of anger formed in her chest. Stupid performers. She handed over five day’s worth of water credits to get those leaves from the traders. The challas didn’t churn out that vibrant shade with just any greenery. She sniffed her damp sleeve. Great. Since she hadn’t added the scent-purifiers to the mixes yet, now she smelled like wet shit and starship.

      For a moment, the mixed scent overwhelmed her senses, her sinuses, her life.

      Stars, she hated that smell, the tang of metal against the soft whiff of dung. Hated it. If she could, she’d burn it all away. Or at least separate the second-rate ship smell. Maybe then it’d be manageable.

      A hand descended in her peripheral, holding out the lighter. “I’m so so sorry. That was entirely my fault.”

      “Uh.” Atlana glanced at the stranger. Just another performer getting in her way. She took her lighter and pocketed it. “Thanks.” She straightened herself and readjusted her clothes. Her nose wrinkled at the scent she couldn’t seem to lose. All that work, wasted . . .

      The guy paused. “Your boss allows you to use explosives on a starship?”

      Atlana peeked at the next sheet pan layer. Her pink-whirl flames were merely damp. Those could dry again on their own in her room. Her anger faded. At least the guy apologized. “As long as they are mostly illusions, sure.” She tugged the cart, begging it to move, the wheels squealing in complaint.

      “You’re the illusionist?” There was awe in his tone. Like he recognized her. Like she was famous.

      Like she wasn’t second-rate.

      She stopped tugging the cart and actually turned to look at the newcomer. He seemed to be about eighteen—her age—and had auburn hair—her favorite—and black eyes that sparkled like flame—also her favorite. Not super tall, not super built. Cheap clothes typical of any artist living hand-to-mouth. But he didn’t look at her like she was only an indentured servant, despite her wearing the grays.

      No.

      He looked at her the same way Mother did. As though she were worthy of the stage.

      “My mother was,” she said. “I mostly work spotlights now.”

      “Without the spotlights there’s no show.”

      Her grip on the cart softened. That was true. Something most performers never understood. “What’s your act?”

      He smiled and with a quick motion of his fingers, pulled out a bouquet of daises. It was a trick she’d seen so many times she could practically do it.

      The corner of her mouth lifted anyway and her core warmed. Mother sold her own hair once to buy a real daisy, just to pretty up their room.

      “Magic,” the guy said. “Well. Dance mixed with a little magic.”

      Second-rate magic. But the Cirque Magnifique never had a magician or a decent dancer before, despite what Captain Lawrence claimed.

      And nobody bothered to help her up before, either.

      She gestured to the trays. “They’re not true explosives. I mean, they can become that if you’re not careful. If you harvest the refuse right, and if you know what you’re doing, you can make some pretty light shows.”

      He frowned, tucked away the daises, and looked at the now-burnt tray that used to hold her forest green. “That looked far more complicated than a single-color show. You learned this from your mom?”

      Flush ran along the back of her neck and she nodded. It was more complicated. It took her years to get the patterning right. Years to find the exact combination of food to complement the challas’ natural digestive chemistry to get the colors she wanted. But with the way she used the spotlights in the booth and the detonators. . . Mother was right. Even crap could be turned into magic.

      It’s what got the Cirque into the Tour, after all.

      “Why don’t you take this act somewhere else?” He said. “I’m guessing you can do far more intricate stuff than the accident I just saw.”

      Atlana gestured at her gray clothing. “I don’t go anywhere until I pay off my indentureship.” Two more years. She was almost eighteen now . . . Two more years and she was free. Sooner, if she could manage performing for the Tour. Much sooner.

      “Lemme guess. The debts keep getting steeper and steeper.” He leaned against the cart, scooped his finger into the dust and sniffed. “Challas. Nice. No wonder the ring master keeps you around. Those creatures are only loyal to their caretakers and are stubborn as hell.”

      Atlana blinked. The lifted corner of her mouth transformed to a full, small smile. “Most people see them as stupid.”

      He shrugged and quickly drew a stick figure challa in the dust. His hair fell into his eyes. “I bet you get more variety with them than with normal tech lights.”

      Atlana snorted. She gestured to the hallway, to the Cirque Magnifique that was barely holding on with two bolts. “Even if I didn’t, it’s not like Captain Lawrence would ever spring for tech lights.”

      He grinned at her, like she was the star of the show. “It looks like you do just fine without them.”

      “Micah!” A ringing voice cut through the hallway. “Micah, where are you?”

      The stranger thumbed over his shoulder. “I gotta catch up with my partner and practice. See you around.” He said the last bit like a question, not a statement.

      Micah. His name sounded like a small explosion.

      She didn’t mind the smell so much anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Next,” Captain Lawrence called out.

      The mime didn’t bother climbing down from the retractable stage with dignity. Even his hat drooped after the captain’s scathing remarks. He scuffled out of the ring. There was no way he was gonna be the headline act, or even join their troop. Most customers would be flying in from distant planets. When you’ve been to the end of the galaxy and back, a simple mime wasn’t worth your time.

      “Lights, girl!” Captain Lawrence sat on the benches below, a lamp illuminating his clipboard and notes. His whip lay in a tangle across his feet. Her back ached from the one-two lash presented to her on her late arrival. Nothing she wasn’t used to. But she imagined the whip rising and encircling his neck, tighter and tighter and — “Lights.”

      She flicked off the overheads, grit her teeth, and swung her entire weight on the massive spotlight, swinging it in the direction of the newest performer. Her palms were slippery with sweat from standing under the lights for so long. She glanced again at the shadowy outline of the whip.

      Even if she managed to work up the courage, she needed Captain Lawrence to sign off on her indentureship. She needed him alive. Unless the entire starship managed to vanish, taking any potential witnesses and her records . . . but not even Mother could pull off an illusion like that.

      A duo stepped onstage. A pretty girl with starlight hair, body lean from a life of dance. And⁠—

      Micah. Micah and his partner, both dressed in glittering holo outfits.

      Atlana’s heart bobbed and she almost lost her grip on the light.

      Micah threw a wink in her direction. This time she really did lose her grip on the light, and the yellow circle dipped in reply. No one ever bothered to look back here. Nobody ever bothered to remember her.

      A warning wave from Captain Lawrence. One more slip meant another lash.

      Micah swept a dramatic arm in a fluid bow. “My name is Micah. This is my partner, Syrene.”

      A faint pause, the click click of notes on clipboard. “Begin,” Captain Lawrence said.

      Micah and Syrene cued up to their spots and the music began, emanating from their holo clothing. They followed the music, blending together, not so much a dance but an acted story with magic tricks. Micah bowed and Syrene spun. Syrene laughed and Micah pursued. A love story, speckled with smoke and mirrors.

      Not the most spectacular show, but it was engaging.

      Suddenly, Micah disappeared from the edge of the stage. Atlana swung the light, finding him on the other side of the stage—a vanishing act.

      It only took a second. But only a second was needed before a shriek sliced through the room and the music cut short.

      Micah’s face paled.

      Atlana turned the light back to Syrene. Her thin, strong form was huddled, not on the stage, but on the floor, clutching her leg.

      Atlana gasped, her mouth tasting dry. She flicked on the overheads, wincing at the sudden flood of brightness.

      Micah had already leapt from the stage, sprinting to his partner. “Are you okay? What happened?”
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