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Content Warning




It is a common belief that sexual assault should not be in fiction. Clearly, as the author, I disagree, otherwise I would not need this warning at the front of my book.



To say that sexual assault should not be in fiction is telling a survivor like me not to speak up about the topic.
The scene in question is implied imagery in Chapter Twenty-Seven, after the second page break.

There is some reference to the event in later paragraphs, but in no way is the subject used for kink or shock value.

I am a "fade to black" author, meaning I do not show sexual content in my adult targeted books.

Sigils of Malice also contains instances of death, mental illness, slavery, racism, minor drug references, animal abuse, torture, and attempted suicide.
 


ONE

The Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza


Heavy percussion made the wooden table radio pulse to a rhythm slightly faster than a heartbeat. Mirrors covered the windows for practicing performers, and today the train car was being used by Thalia to train her young cousin in acrobatics.

She cheered in an over enthusiastic, sugary voice, “You’re doing great!” Inspiration was going to be everything before his first act, and it was only a few hours away.

Standing on a rolling globe, Jacoby kicked up one leg to match Thalia’s stance, boastfully avoiding the balance bar. Most acrobats his age had also ascended beyond it.

“Impressive!” Thalia continued her praise. She ignored the sudden pop her hip made while showing off. It was more obnoxious than painful. “Let’s get our beasts and try again!”

“Yes ma’am!” he shouted. After the acrobats were back on the paneled floor, Jacoby rushed up to his big cousin to be lifted.

Thalia carried the laughing boy on her shoulders, even as she hopped off the car’s balcony. The jump was no trivial feat, given Jacoby was just starting his second year of tutoring, but everything in the Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza was a performance.

Onlookers would be able to see them meandering through the grounds, and Thalia’s impressive upper body strength sold her own show. Such excited visitors cheered for jugglers and chased down vendors.

Further in, the pungent stink of animal feces mixed with sugar, and the distant sea air. A zoo had been set up with stables made of train cars, and cages specially designed for their unique inhabitants. It even included a petting area for the more docile creatures. The enclosures held everything from common farm animals to exotic arcanafauna, such as the unicorn they were about to procure.

Biscuit was from the Singing Woods’ innermost meadows and was only tame in the loosest sense of the term. Unicorns were supposed to be a symbol of purity, healing, and nobility. He had the soul of a drunk old man who wanted the kids in the stable next door to keep the noise down.

Furiously, Biscuit beat his hind hooves against the arcane sigil on his stall. The glyph was used to reinforce his walls when he became agitated. Although the arcanafauna’s dwarfism made him barely the height of a donkey, his pounding was mighty and could be heard all the way from the training car.

“There’s my miniature nightmare!” Thalia said, peering over the stall door.

Biscuit stopped kicking and happily trotted specifically over to Jacoby, who slid off Thalia’s back. She knew better than to reach her hand into Biscuit’s enclosure before Jacoby could approach him first.

“Your beard is looking quite bushy today.” Once it was safe, Thalia reached her hand down to Biscuit.

Biscuit snorted and made what Jacoby humorously called ‘the stinky face’ at Thalia. It was a hilarious grimace he made when sniffing a person, but Thalia knew it had nothing to do with how she smelled, which was sweaty after that workout. This dorky expression was really the creature showing an interest in her.

“That’s a good boy. I promise, you’re on my list to leave when I retire,” she told him as she rubbed his cheek. She knew it must have felt hollow.

A deep tigerlike roar startled onlookers behind the trio. Frendo was just excited to stretch his wings later. Thalia turned to wave at her ‘brother’.

Jacoby rotated a gem on his bracelet and a spectral leash formed between him and Biscuit, including muzzle. This was to the grizzled beast’s displeasure, especially as a wine cork was degradingly placed on his horn.

Everyone who worked with arcanafauna kept an armband that matched their creatures’ collars. The beasts abhorred the enchanted leashes, but it was not worth guests being mauled by metal crushing jaws, burned alive, or any number of other horrible ways to die to the menagerie.

“Stay back!” Thalia ordered the crowd. “Biscuit may be the World’s Smallest Unicorn, but his kick can shatter bones. Keep a two-person distance!”

While focusing, Thalia’s ankle was snagged by a vine. She caught herself on the stall door. Trying not to curse, Thalia looked down to see a glimmering, leafy vine receding into the crowd.

“Security!” she shouted with frustration. “We have weeds over here!”

Patiently, Jacoby waited with Biscuit. The unicorn snorted at her tumble.

As Thalia led Jacoby and Biscuit to Frendo’s enclosure, she discovered why the maintenance crew was not nearby. Beyond a barricade, squealing dryads had signs. In return, circus performers, crew, and onlookers mocked them. Thalia figured that she could simply ignore the annoying vegetables for now.

While distracted by the side show, a refracting light slid across Thalia’s eyes. She turned to see a man wearing a blue striped uniform bearing the imperial seal—the hands of the goddess, Mother Omera, holding a shield, emblemized with a crown. However, his most outrageous feature was his broad and fanciful dandy hat.

What had shined the light was a small mechanical device that he held up to each cage. The last she saw of him in that moment, Hat Man started laughing at the ‘dragon’ her uncle had fabricated from a volcanic giant salamander and a pair of fake wings.

“Eh, lady!” A new stranger’s voice pulled her into yet another distraction. “What’s that thing?” He smelled of beer and unbrushed teeth. She did not want to talk to this patron, but the ‘thing’ he asked about was her beast.

“This is Frendo. He’s a calygreyhound,” Thalia calmly explained to the man who could not read the plaque.

“That’s a flying cat with horns!” Stinky Drunk argued. “Are ya tryin’ tah get one over on me?”

Thalia looked over to see if Jacoby was all right before continuing with Stinky Drunk. A fire dancer had joined the child. The young elementalist assisted the fellow performer by lighting three apple sized balls of fire in his hands to be juggled. At least he was safe, even if his magic was not. Now Thalia had to provide an excellent experience to Stinky Drunk.

“The name is silly,” she said. “Blame arcanazoologists who need glasses. Maybe they thought he looked like a dog from a distance, but I can assure you that you are correct.” Stinky Drunk was not correct.

Frendo was only lynx in head and tail. Chimera arcanafauna were made up of many beasts, famous examples being griffins and pegasus.

“Fuckin’ knew it!” Stinky Drunk took the victory. “Why’s it got other animals stuck to it?”


Oh no! Is he going to be an endless string of questions? Maintaining her patron friendly smile, Thalia loudly clapped her hands together to continue describing Frendo and advertise her act.


“Absolutely!” She wondered if she put too much sugar on that acknowledgement. “Frendo has the body, hind hooves, and antlers of a great white stag to fight for his pick of the ladies in their competitive packs.

He has the wings and claws of a roc to fly over the Alderian Alps, swooping down on innocent locals, and feasting on fierce yeti. It’s a brutal sight and you can safely view the action tonight at 6pm sharp.”

While this explanation was finishing, Hat Man came up to Frendo and held up his glowing contraption, blinding everyone in a magenta light. Out of reaction, Thalia grabbed the device from Hat Man and the crystal faded to black.

Immediately, Stinky Drunk was back to being angry, and he scolded Hat Man. “Control your mana, you fat dandy!”

Thalia knew better than to insult someone in service to the Omeran Empire. In fact, she decided that it was wise to casually hand the arcane contraption back to Hat Man with a smile.

“Please be careful, sir. It’s dangerous to startle the animals.”

Like a stage cue, screams broke out in the crowd. Biscuit had scooped up Jacoby and started galloping as the enormous salamander escaped into the jam of people. Vines encircled his broken open door.

“Eh! Eh! Eh!” Thalia shouted, running through the crowd and up to the venomous, fire-breathing creature to get his attention.

Rocky had already set the stands ablaze. Sirens started ringing and security was torn between the dryads and directing the crowd.

Golden eyes hypnotically swayed above Thalia, against smooth black scales. Rocky brandished his fangs. She closed her eyes and reached out to touch his scarlet dewlap. While leading him back to safety, Thalia occasionally peeked.

“It’s okay, Rocky. Go back to your den and take a nap.” Once Rocky was back in the enclosure, Thalia opened her eyes again and locked the cage.

Upon sealing, the arcane barrier sparked back to life, protecting Rocky and the patrons once more. Rocky slithered back into a domed cave made of wood, painted with stucco to look like a rock.

Hat Man strutted up to Thalia and held the device to her, but the crystal was still black. “Incredible! You really do have no mana in you?” the dandy asked.

Thalia shrugged. She needed to catch her breath.

“How did you do that as a mundane?” he pried.

A new voice joined in. “Because she is our Mighty Beast Woman!”

Probably to assess the now under control damage, Thalia’s uncle and ringmaster, John Clayton, approached in his glittery finery. He even had his garments enchanted with particles and garish patterns.

“Ladies and gentlemen, if fire is what the weeds want, fire is what they shall have!” John approached Hat Man’s contraption and the gem on the device glowed red.

“No, that’s not…” Even if Thalia had been fast enough to grab her uncle, she was powerless to stop the spell.

The human crowd cheered when fire flew into the now retreating dryads, incinerating one and catching two others ablaze. Her mind filled with a crackling sensation, like static on laundry. That static numbed her.

John then grabbed Thalia’s arm and held it up. “The Mighty Beast Woman, Thalia Clayton! See her tonight as she goes up against one of our fiercest monstrosities, the wild and exotic calygreyhound!”

The roar did not always feel good. The dryads who were shot did not even have silver vines.
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Thalia gently stroked Frendo behind his antlers, sitting on the steps to her personal cabin. Cabins were a luxury most performers did not share with the Claytons. The privilege gave her a sanctuary for thinking.


On the stoop, she and Frendo waited for Jacoby and Biscuit. They could saunter. All of Thalia’s inspiration had burned away with the plant folk. She felt like a misfit for having any empathy for them.

The Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza was a trap.

The Clayton family aside, everyone she traveled with was a convict, runaway, or her uncle’s property. Even as a free woman, Thalia knew that this place was it—there was no retirement. If she couldn’t perform acrobatics, she would be in the maintenance crew.

Breaking her from her melancholy was the sound of trotting. Jacoby arrived on his glorious steed. His bright hazel eyes, wild rusty brown hair, and innocent smile were a mirror of young Thalia, although he had farer skin.

“Thalia!” Jacoby came up to her. “Are you ready to practice?”

She said, “One moment, JJ. We gotta do our stretches first.”

With that, she continued to show him how to balance on Biscuit without the leash. Biscuit took this in stride, but he knew when an apple slice was due.

Later, a car drove up but jerked to a stop. Hitched to the back was a cage for Frendo. Thalia turned to see who Edgar had sent to pick them up for their twilight acts. The driver was a new hire and visibly too timid to pull in closer.

Realizing his fear came from both arcanafauna being free of their leashes, Thalia turned the gem on her bracelet. Jacoby followed her example. Feeling safer, New Driver rolled the motorized wagon up to them.

Thalia had her own car keys if she needed them. That was rare because Edgar made sure maintenance took care of her. He was like a second father, and maintenance was like having a bunch of brothers. That was unless they were new—this man, for example.

“You’re not in makeup, ma’am?” asked New Driver, who wore gloves and covered most of his face with a large, brimmed hat for the sunny day.

“I think the char burns add to the wild nature of my job,” she joked. “Besides, makeup is really going to focus on Jacoby. Today is his debut.”

“Is that so?” New Driver smiled at Jacoby.

The conversation the whole way to the big top was between New Driver and the boasting child. Her little cousin spoke more on how the stage functioned mechanically rather than his performance.

“You’re a little engineer at heart, aren’t you?” New Driver even listened.

It wasn’t long before they were dropped off outside the back entrance and New Driver drove off. Under the big stage were several rooms separated with foldable barriers, mostly for costuming and backstage work. As choreographed as the dancers, dozens of people prepared everything. Thalia guided Jacoby through.

Next to her chair sat Thalia’s other cousin. Four years younger, eighteen-year-old Calliope was a beautiful pale eyed blonde, like a white Alderian doe. Fresh and vivid magenta and yellow marigolds were carefully placed in her updo as dark makeup was painted onto her face.

“I request that you stop staring,” Calliope demanded formally.

Thalia quickly turned to her mirror. “Sorry! You look good today. I wasn’t trying to stare.”

Before Calliope could respond, John walked in unannounced. “Andrea, keep the ash on her! In fact, put more on. Make the battle with the salamander look more violent,” he said.


Battle. Thalia tried not to laugh at the embellishment.


The artist, Andrea, took his word and brushed on charcoal. To contrast it, she painted bright eyeshadow, with shading to mimic hoods over Thalia’s smooth eyelids, and crimson lips. Andrea then took Thalia to a corner to have a wild woman’s tight tiger fur dress squeezed onto her muscular frame.

“Thalia, I can’t just buy you a new dress when you get big!” her uncle peered over the bar. She turned red.

“I’m dressing!” Thalia absentmindedly argued. Before he could catch her for sassing him, she thought of something else to say. “Some men love muscles?”

John scoffed. “Whatever gives you reassurance. Calliope can wear anything I want her to.”

When John left with Jacoby and Biscuit, Thalia whispered, “Fuck you too.”

Andrea had a shrill laugh. What Thalia had said was a sentiment shared by many, but not all. Her uncle had his favorites, and Thalia could even be one of them. This was true, even among ‘servants’ with clips cut into their ears.

Thalia let Calliope exit the dressing area of the trap room first, but Calliope stopped at the door. A police officer from Grace was holding the same type of device that Hat Man had, and he was waving it around her cousin.

The crystal glowed a dim swirl of a sickening green with sparkles of purple. It was not very bright. Calliope seemed to know what it was and took the examination in stride. She left as soon as she was no longer under scrutiny.

Realization dropped for Thalia, and she felt ditzy for not realizing what the officer and Hat Man were holding sooner. This thing was used to detect arcane types and how powerful they were.

In her cousin’s case, Calliope was a weak necromancer who could call upon lesser spirits, but she could not raise the dead or curse people. If Calliope could cast stronger necromantic spells, she would be branded and forbidden from travel. That would be bad for business.

Thalia wondered how arcane Frendo was. He had never cast a spell that she could recall, but all arcanafauna were magical to some degree. Biscuit was a spell caster, able to heal and shoot radiant lights. Rocky was immune to the heat of volcanoes and could create fire from his mouth.

Below the lifts, Thalia found Jacoby scratching his rib through his leotard—previously her childhood costume without the tutu. In his hand was a huge wooden lollipop. His makeup was like a porcelain doll. Artists had thrown glitter all over both the child and Biscuit. The unicorn had his beard braided.

“I changed my mind. I don’t want to do this,” Jacoby said.

Thalia kneeled before him and put her hand on his shoulder. “I was not always The Mighty Beast Woman. Your dad once had me as a fairy princess in the trapeze. They put flowers in Frendo’s little antlers, and I’d ride him around the ring.”

“Did you look stupid too?” He was blunt.

Thalia snorted, trying not to laugh. Childhood honesty was harsh, but she knew what he meant. This was not a role with respect. Neither was hers.

“I’m pretty sure I look the fool right now. JJ, I know you are embarrassed, but I know you can do this. I’ll be here. I’m always here.”

The band started to play, and Jacoby’s platform began lifting. In the spotlights, Thalia realized she had accidentally left charcoal on her cousin’s shoulder. She prayed that no one would notice.

On stage, the ringmaster could be heard introducing, “The World’s Smallest Unicorn and JACOBY CLAYTON!”

“Father is going to notice the soot.” Calliope’s voice came from behind Thalia.

“Gah!” Thalia groaned. “I know! But no one in the crowd will see. Your brother already despises this, and he only just started.”

Listening to the joyous audience, the laughter dragged back memories of Thalia getting her cheek pinched to a cherry red. Warped, laughing faces flooded in. The guilt was nauseating and the mental static from the fire returned.


What am I doing? Jacoby deserved dignity, but John used the idea of pure Biscuit the Unicorn to sell a show.


Thalia found her voice. “If uncle says anything about JJ, pin it on me! I’m training him, and I clearly left the ash on his shoulder.”

“The audience sounds jubilant.” Calliope crossed her arms. “Thalia, before I return to my tent, I just wanted to inform you that you look great too. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye.” Thalia waved, fighting her static.

Soon it was her turn, and she was handed a leather bullwhip.

“Wasn’t that the cutest thing you have ever seen?” John bellowed. “Only the best-behaved children can even approach Biscuit. Now that all your tension is gone, I bring you Thalia Clayton, THE MIGHTY BEAST WOMAN!”

John’s scripted words for the show grated on Thalia. She was used to them, but she had no idea how the audience blindly took him at face value.

Thalia’s lift started as she was raised into the smokey ring.

Continuing, John played up the crowd. “Some of you may have seen her earlier today when our micro dragon was set loose by pesky weeds, but now she has a real fight on her hands!”

Nothing was real in the Extravaganza.

The spotlight kicked on, shining on Thalia. Another lit the rising platform holding Frendo in a cheap, cramped cage. Within his prison was a bloody deer carcass he was consuming, having painted his face a gruesome red.

“With that, I take my leave!” In a puff of dark smoke, John was gone, leaving Thalia and Frendo in their respective spotlights.

Thalia flicked her hand as a signal to Frendo. He used his massive, clawed forearms to tear open the cage. Without an arcane barrier to protect them, the crowd gasped. As another signal, but also to look like she was beckoning the beast to come at her, Thalia waved her arms towards herself.

Frendo rushed on all fours at Thalia with a mighty roar, only to be met with Thalia’s own fierce yell. The crowd cheered when Frendo stopped mere inches from her. He reared on his hind hooves. Thalia cracked the whip, being careful not to hit him, but to make an audible snap. Frendo feigned a cry of pain.

“Down!” Thalia demanded, and Frendo obeyed.

She swung herself onto his back and ordered, “Up!”

The calygreyhound took to the air, causing the crowd to scream when he circled a lap over the audience while Thalia found her footing. From her new vantage point, she could see everything.

In the balconies were wealthy patrons wearing the imperial seal, reminding her that she was in Grace. Beside them were the brightly colored uniforms from Omera’s Knighted Orders mixed in with the nobility. Regular members of the Omeran Army had their own section above normal civilians.

Dryads who she assumed were not among the protesters had their own section in a darker corner, but the plant folk did not cheer. She wondered why they came.

Once stable, Thalia cracked the whip in the air and Frendo lowered his altitude. Thalia took this time to do hand stands and various poses on his back.

Frendo abruptly flew higher. The crowd screamed when Thalia fell off. She swore she heard high pitched cheers from the dryads on her way down, but it was brief as Frendo caught her in the loop.

With a graceful landing near his cage, Thalia flipped herself off Frendo and bowed. During the bow, it looked like Frendo was about to rake her from behind with his talons, but Thalia dodged out of the way.

Cracking her whip several times, she ordered, “Back! Back! Back!” Frendo went back into his cage, and she slammed the pointless door.

The audience loved it. The crowd cheered and threw flowers and ruby notes into the arena. Her platform descended, and Thalia took one last look around and a deep breath.


TWO

Clayton Family Business


Thalia hastily found a shower outside the staging area.



Her new costume of choice was exactly that. A decision that was hers. The masculine style she commonly wore in her free time was called tomish. It was scandalous in the wrong circles, but her career had already outcast her from that shallow entry point. The walking suit was not considered cross-dressing among the young.


Outside of the enormous tent, Thalia scurried off to find Jacoby, but no one she spoke to knew where he was. Then it occurred to her that he was probably hiding in Madame Charlotte Shadowspeaker’s black tent.

With John’s muscle men still distracted, the City of Grace had provided a police officer to stand outside, monitoring a line of roughly a dozen people. Some looked excited, others were morose. In the case of the gentlemen who just walked into the tent, he was determined.

Thalia crawled into the back of Shadowspeaker’s tent to find Jacoby redressed in his regular clothes. He was drawing in the dirt with a stick, the tip burned to charcoal. Biscuit must have been locked away in his pen already.

The area was sectioned off by a black curtain. There was only a rug above the dirt and a lonely wooden chair beside a table. Upon the table was burgundy lipstick and a hand mirror so that Calliope could refresh her look between breaks.

Seeing Thalia, Jacoby lit up and crawled to her. No words were shared, but they drew pictures together in the dirt and listened to Calliope in character.
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On Calliope’s side of the curtain, it was more extravagantly decorated in a macabre way. The character, Charlotte Shadowspeaker, sat in a comfortable red chair behind a covered table. Before her there were candles, animal bones and several semiprecious stones—all useless fiction for presentation. Symbols taken out of fantasy were painted on the black canvas walls.


“Powerful spirits, bring me the debtor who wronged Mr. Tekton! May I speak with Aster Northwood?” Calliope put embellishment on her ritual by making the little objects in the room rattle.

The mournful cry of Northwood’s spirit could be heard beyond the curtain.

“You had an inheritance,” said Tekton. “Where is it?”

Northwood heartily laughed. “When death awaits you, that money will be meaningless. Every slave you tormented is waiting for you.”

The spirit faded and Mr. Tekton ran outside screaming. “Police! Arrest her! The witch put a curse on me.” It was predictable and Calliope held her head in her hands.

The police could be heard calming the man and assuring him that Madame Charlotte could not curse anyone. Only talk to dead people. Tekton demanded his money back and was carted off for his trouble.             

“What a bad day to be him.” Thalia’s voice could be heard in the sectioned off room.

Calliope flung the curtains open and gave Thalia a snarl akin to the unicorn’s stinky face. “Thalia, just what are you doing back here?”

“I wanted to share time with Jacoby. We had a stressful day,” Thalia said.

“Stress? Do you want to discuss stress?” Calliope raised her voice, only to lower it again when she saw Jacoby’s worried face. “Everyone who is mourning a lost loved one thinks that I want to hear out their tragedy like it’s unique, over, and over. I don’t know what’s wrong with Grace, but so many people are looking for missing family, and I can’t contact them. The accusations of fraud pour in, but I’m the most legitimate act in the Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza. If a wild animal actually came up to you, you would die!”

Thalia’s next words boiled Calliope’s blood. “At least you get to sit pretty in a chair all day.”

“Sit pretty?”

Thalia sucked in her lips.

“I wish I could curse people!” Calliope snapped. “I’d curse you to sit in my chair.”

Jacoby started tugging Calliope’s skirt. Both women looked at him. This was a conversation for later, or maybe never again.

Jacoby pointed to Thalia while looking at his sister. “When are you going to tell her?”

Calliope regained her composure. “The Imperial Exchange Officer came through the zoo and is buying most of our animals at a prohibitive price. You may want to retrieve Frendo’s contract from your cabin, lest my father tries to trade him under your nose. The only reason Biscuit isn’t getting sold is because he’s Jacoby’s act.”

“Frendo is my act!” Thalia stood up. “Why would he steal Frendo?”

“From what I understand, you’re getting too old and Frendo is worth an exorbitant amount of money. If you sell Frendo, you can at least get out.”

“I’m not selling Frendo!” Thalia asserted.

Calliope watched Thalia leave hastily out the back of her tent with jealousy. If Thalia gave in, she would not need to bother finding regular employment. Meanwhile, Calliope took Jacoby’s hand and returned to her seat for the next patron. Jacoby could easily hide under the table.
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Back at Thalia’s cabin, locked away in a steel safe, were Thalia’s various IDs, Frendo’s paperwork, and the pink jewelry collection the former fairy princess was still fond of. Contract in hand, Thalia locked the safe. As she ran outside, she almost tripped over New Driver, who was crouched next to her stoop.


“Sorry!” she shouted back at him, assuming Edgar had sent him to fix her wheel.

Thalia rushed to her uncle’s cabin, the largest of all. It was split between two train cars in travel. Thalia knocked loudly on the door.

“Door is closed! I’m doing business.” John Clayton sounded annoyed.

“I have Frendo’s contract!” Thalia shouted.

“Isn’t that the calygreyhound?” Hat Man’s voice could be heard behind the door.

Magically, the door swung open. The bright crystalline chandelier revealed the many paintings, from tiny to large, adorning John’s walls. He had a hand carved desk with lion’s feet, an intricate rug, and mounds of paper everywhere. Between him and Hat Man was a large tray of tiny cakes.

Behind John stood the Clayton family attorney, Victor, giving Thalia an aggravated look. This was not the first time she had been financially inconvenient.

Victor was a dark haired Omeran man with more money than anyone but John. He wore his wealth in the ugliest of menswear. Thalia was glad she never had to interact with the dandy.

John leaned back, polished boots on his desk, and greeted his niece. “Thalia! Here to make amends for ruining Jacoby’s costume?”

It was difficult to not roll her eyes. “Makeup should not have dusted my hands. No rubies were lost over charcoal.”

“Don’t argue while we have a guest,” he demanded, but in a sweet, customer friendly tone. “Lord Ballas here is offering three hundred thousand rubies for just Frendo. If you sell him now, you can pay me back and start your own life as a grown woman.”

“I’m not selling Frendo.”

John sat up, his bald head obscenely glaring in the brightly lit room. He had a stare that could only belong to him. It was almost like he was invading the thoughts of whoever his eyes targeted, picking up on what everyone around him wanted. “I said three hundred thousand rubies. That not only covers another acrobat to train JJ, and my loss of an act, but you can go.”

“Frendo is not for sale.” She looked him in the eyes, a brave talent few had.


Lord Ballas stood up. “Mr. Clayton, I’ll gladly pay for the animals you do own the contracts for in full this evening. Perhaps tomorrow I can change this young lady’s mind, but until then it has been an absolute pleasure doing business with you.”


Victor whispered something to John before Lord Ballas could leave.

John did not try to chase the Imperial Exchange Officer down. “Pardon the interruption! If I may be so bold, come back tomorrow on us. Bring the family!”

“I think I shall introduce the misses.” Ballas shook John’s hand and tipped his hat to Thalia on the way out.

Victor followed Lord Ballas, and side-eyed Thalia. When his back was turned, she stuck her tongue out at him. Briefly, Thalia thought she saw New Driver around the corner of another cart before the door closed.

“Thalia!” Although John called her over, his tone was even gentler than moments ago. “Could you lock the door and enjoy some cake with me? They’re strawberry with vanilla icing.”

Thalia complied and sat down before the cakes, waiting for him to speak.

“My dear niece, you are like a daughter to me. I love you. You know that right?” he said as he poured himself hot tea from a set seeming to have spawned from below his desk.

“I love you too,” Thalia responded.

“I had forgotten Frendo was from my brother’s ranch and belongs to you. I would have called for you before trying to sell him. Honestly, the three hundred thousand rubies are my fault, but we can play tough. We might be able to get him to raise the offer. He was very interested in the calygreyhound.”


“I understand, but I love Frendo. I’ve raised him since he was a cub.” What she meant to say was that she was raised with him.


Her uncle nodded and poured her some tea of her own in a familiar ceramic teacup. It had a butterfly wing handle from her fairy princess act long ago. The tea was just how she liked it. A pinch of cream and one cube of sugar.

Continuing, he cleared a spot on his desk to lean closer and give Thalia his signature stare. “I know it’s a hard decision, but most female acrobats’ careers start falling off at this point and I’m worried about you. You’re family, not some street kid. You work much harder than anyone here, and that includes Calliope. May I make you an offer?”

“I’m listening,” she replied.

“Don’t worry about teaching JJ anything tomorrow. Instead, we are in the Imperial Capital of Grace!” He held his arms out in a grand gesture. “I’ll give you some extra money and you can explore the city. You’ve earned it.”

Thalia’s hazel eyes sparkled with excitement.

“I can have a new outfit for you delivered tomorrow morning. You can see the museums, like we used to when you and Calliope were little. There’s even the famous Grace Marine Emporium by the water. Then, when you come back, you can decide if you want to stay here or if you want to sell Frendo and live that life outside every day. Who knows, you might even find a man who likes muscles.”

She was still not going to sell Frendo, but she would take the opportunity to explore.

“I just have one request for when you go out tomorrow,” said John.

“Yes?” Thalia asked.

“Have fun.”
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Uncle John had picked a perfect day for Thalia to go out. It was early spring, so it was not boiling hot just yet during the day. The sky was mostly clear of clouds and a breeze leftover from winter brought in the salty, slightly fishy ocean air.


Delivered to her cabin was a carefully wrapped paper parcel. A white cloth sunhat with pin was carefully tied on top with its scarf. The band on the hat was a sage green, and faux pink flowers decorated it. Unwrapping the parcel, Thalia was unsure about the dress her uncle ordered for her.

Although she knew the old man was not going to buy her a tomish walking suit, or anything vaguely masculine for that matter, the white color and embroidery concerned her. She didn’t want to ruin the garment if it wasn’t a walking dress. On her fold-down bed she laid it out.

The fabric was heavy cotton with blue stripes and a belt to match the hat’s band. Her skirt was meant to be worn with a bustle, but those had long fallen out of fashion. On that note, this seaside dress was a step above the quality of the clothes she normally wore for having been machine tailored.

Thalia mulled over strapping on her folding bustle but decided to let the skirt flow free. She liked sitting down without a hassle. It was a little big, but that did not surprise her.

To finish off the look, she pulled her pink costume jewelry from her safe. Once ready, she locked away the documents and Frendo’s leash bracelet. Although guests were not allowed near the cabins, rules did not dissuade people from hopping the barricades and poking around, so she locked up on the way out too.

Outside was New Driver from yesterday. This time there was no trailer on the car, but he did have a large trunk in the bed. Thalia noticed that the lid was not secured so she came around to lock it.

“Woah! Wait!” New Driver stopped her.

Thalia halted and looked at him a little confused.

“That’s supposed to stay open,” he quickly said.

Thalia stared at it. “I see. Why?” Rather than wait for him to stop her again, Thalia opened it up to see Jacoby hiding with a sly grin.

“No, this definitely should be locked up. In the petting zoo,” she joked. “JJ, your dad will burn my tailfeathers if I let you sneak out. You too, for that matter.” Her attention turned to her apprentice’s accomplice.

New Driver turned away. “Sorry, kid. I tried.”

Thalia let it slide and gently lowered the lid with Jacoby still inside. She then climbed into the passenger seat. As the car pulled away, Thalia realized that this was the first time she got a good look at this man.

He was clearly from Alderia, with long, black, and straight hair. Like her, New Driver had almost no fold over his eyes. What she had mistaken for a workman’s tan turned out to be his skin. Thalia’s own tone was more subtle, and she blended in easier with other Omerans.

“We can pretend we’re not bringing the extra cargo. What’s your name?” Thalia asked.

“Zinnian Driver,” he softly answered, trying not to look at her.

“I knew it!” Thalia laughed at the temporary name she had been giving him this whole time.

“What?” Zinnian cocked his head to the side.

Thalia shook her head. “It’s nothing. I have my own way of keeping track of people. Zinnian, why’d you join the Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza?” She pondered if his name meant he was religious, given his namesake was Saint Zinnia, Goddess of Creativity.

Pulling onto the main road, Zinnian replied, “Mostly money. I tried joining the army, but I didn’t make the height requirement.”

“Are you a sorcerer?” she asked.


He shook his head, “No. May I ask you something?”


“Why not?”

“I saw you and Mr. Clayton talking to the Imperial Exchange Officer yesterday. Do you know him?”

And she had hoped he was going to ask a personal question. Disappointed, Thalia shook her head. “No. I had to stop my uncle from selling Frendo to Lord Ballas. Today’s outing is a gift to change my mind.”

“That sounds like a bribe to me,” Zinnian said. “Has anyone in the circus gone missing?”

Thalia leaned away, unsure how to take the inquiry. He was not wrong about his first statement, but his following question felt like a non sequitur. “Not that I know of. Convicts and the indentured run away sometimes, but no one goes missing. Well, other than my cousin today.”

The box in the back started laughing.

“Do you keep indentured?” Zinnian’s look gave away his politics.

“My father’s ghost would become a wraith if I did.” Thalia shook her head. She felt guilty, but complacency was survival, and her uncle was unafraid of violent punishment. “Only the ringmaster does. I consider Andrea to be a mother to me.”

They were dropped off downtown and pedestrians gave glances towards Thalia pulling Jacoby from the box. As Zinnian drove back to the outside of the city, she watched the car go up the mountain and disappear.

Jacoby swooned at Thalia.

“Oh, Mother Omera. What is it, JJ?” Thalia looked down at him.

“Do you like him?” the child teased.

Thalia slapped her forehead. “No, child. I have every intention of becoming the world’s most dangerous spinster. Besides, he’s clearly not interested. On less juvenile topics, what do you wish to see first? We can go shopping, see a museum, play on the beach... How about you pick our first act.”


THREE

On the Surface of Grace


Jacoby was spoiled for choice in Grace. The massive city spanned an enormous crescent shape up a mountainside, dominating a cove with a white, sandy beach. On the farthest point, overlooking the sea, was the Imperial Omeran Palace, a grand structure of local white marble, golden domes, and spiraling wizard towers.


Everything was full of nature. Verdant and floral plant life contrasted with the white stone buildings adorned by saturated mosaics.

Connected to every building was a glittering blue stream built into the road. Arcane power was captivating. It was harder than stone but looked like flowing water. To the touch, it was warm, but never hot. Speckles of mercurial silver marbling could be seen drifting through the lines.

Thalia was accustomed to most places relying on dangerous oil rigs and coal generation for power. Being closer to the arcane fissure, or a place with power crystals, was novel and much safer.

The boy chose an avenue that was not Thalia’s forte, but she could not bring herself to show any disinterest around the gleeful child. The military museum was just so dry, and she was yearning to look at animals.

Jacoby immediately pulled Thalia past the gift area, through the gun displays and memorials, and into a massive blue domed room with lights dancing like water all over the walls. At the center was a fountain-like structure pouring out blue light and the air tingled of strong mana.

This was a highly detailed replica of the arcane fissure, protected within the Imperial Omeran Palace. The exterior wall was plastered and painted to look like a micro scale of the Border Wall to Navikula. Banners were displayed for all four Holy Orders of Omera.

With the Orders crossing Thalia’s mind, a major event must have been coming up. She saw quite a few knights in their colored uniforms at her show. They overshadowed the empire’s civilian army with pageantry.

Indigo banners with gold trim were for Pegasus of Gladium, those who scouted the borders. Scarlet and white were Griffins of Aspidon, swooping behind enemy lines. Turquoise and silver represented the Krakens of Typhonas, the sailors who protected the coast near Navikula and Terralia Islands. Finally, in orange and black, were the Dragons of Vitrium, power crystal engineers.

While all of this started to peak Thalia’s mundane human interest, Jacoby was admiring the machines of war along the wall, all powered by the fissure’s crystals. Some of the largest automatons, only modeled there, could be controlled by pilots.

“Thalia! Look!” Jacoby pointed. “You’ll like this one.”

Thalia rejoined him and looked up at a man-sized automaton shaped like a bald woman of Saint Astrid. That was to say, naked. It was not anatomically correct by any means, but Thalia was fascinated by the design and knew exactly why Jacoby called her over. ‘She’ was like a giant fairy.

Mana spread from a power crystal in the automaton’s chest, going over her shoulders and around the ribs to charge four dragonfly like wings. She had no feet and the legs pointed at the end. Much of her frame suffered from acidic damage.

Thalia knew a magical ward would set off an alarm if she tried touching the display. Still, she hovered her hand over the gem, which resonated with cold, tingling mana.

She knelt to read the short plaque.


Owl Harpy Unit 1
 


Guardians of the Border Wall.


Alderante 2, 1883 - After taking heavy necrotic damage, this unit is still functional but was decommissioned to make way for production of Units 3 and Units 4. Harpies keep everyone safe by keeping everyone inside. Remember, a loss to the Navikulans is a new recruit for the undead.
 


“Why would anyone want to jump the wall from over here?” Thalia asked.

“To get away from me.” Echoing on the walls was Calliope’s voice. “Just what is Jacoby doing here?”

Thalia could only smile when she was in trouble. She quietly turned around. Jacoby shrank.

“Omera, guide me.” Calliope shook her head.

Although it was gray with floral accents, she too was in a fine walking dress, but she wore hers with a dark straw hat, and with proper shapewear. There was no need for John to buy Calliope yet another new dress. Calliope hardly had the room for more clothes in her cabin.

Thalia kept her nervous grin. “How much trouble am I in? Is John gonna make me clean the stables, or am I in charge of the portable Johns?” Ill-advised jokes sometimes fell out of her mouth like water from a hose.

“Neither yet, but I think we’re looking at a beating. He doesn’t know that I made our new driver bring me here,” Calliope replied.

“How did you know I had Jacoby?” Thalia asked.

Calliope looked around and whispered, “I asked mother because I couldn’t find him.”

“Oh,” Thalia said knowingly.

Jacoby reddened in the same way Thalia was known for when under stress. Their Omeran heritage gave them easily agitated blood vessels.

As the trio left the museum, Thalia came upon a notice board. She always stopped to examine them, but she would never pick up a random duty from strangers on the street. It surprised her that there were scarcely any job postings. Sketches and prints of missing people’s faces overlapped with each other, some of which were offering rewards. Notes of love were scribbled on a few.

“Interesting,” said Thalia. “Zinnian was asking if anyone from the circus was missing.”

“Who?” asked Calliope.

“He’s just the maintenance crew’s new driver. Amusingly enough, named Driver.” Thalia wondered if the joke was why Edgar hired him. She doubted John still gave interviews.

Since they were already destined for trouble when they got home, the women decided that they might as well enjoy the trip together. On the way down to the aquarium, everyone stopped for lunch at an outdoor hole-in-the-wall restaurant overlooking the water from a cliff. It was a quaint place with an overhanging awning for shade.

The food was delicious, but expensive. First, they were delivered thick slices of bread with garlic spiced olive oil. Thalia ordered steak, the most expensive thing on the menu. Jacoby was too fussy to order anything other than a sandwich full of meat and cheese. Calliope enjoyed a vegetable and barley soup with salad.

Jacoby could never simply sit in a chair. Thalia kept an eye on him as he carried his sandwich over to a vein from the fissure. He wanted to watch the blue substance flow while he ate.

An air pocket in this mana vein sparked Jacoby’s curiosity and he followed it down the line until it disappeared into the restaurant’s kitchen. A sudden pop jolted the diners, and everyone turned their heads to see that the power had temporarily gone out in the establishment.

“Not this again.” One of the cooks grumbled inside, before getting political about infrastructure. “Isn’t this the second time this week? I’m writing to the Golden Emperor himself for a new oven.”

“Good luck with that,” both women muttered in unison, which turned into them sharing a laugh. It had been a while since the cousins spoke at the same time.

“Why do holes get in the mana?” Jacoby asked, looking at a now smooth line of light in the road.

Thalia shrugged. She was better at using technology and arcane tools than knowing their inner workings.

Calliope tried to answer. “Maybe someone stepped on a line at the arcane fissure?”

When lunch was over, Thalia was excited to take the elevator down to the beach. Calliope was more apprehensive and clung to the railing for dear life, much to the amusement of a dapper passenger, who put his hand on Calliope’s glove. Thalia did not listen to what this pig had to say to her cousin, and she shoved herself between them, giving a hag’s scowl.

“I was only trying to be helpful,” he said as he got off at the bottom. “Bitch,” was uttered while he walked away.

Jacoby asked, “Why did you do that?”

Assisting both of her cousins off the lift’s step, Thalia replied, “He wasn’t there to be helpful. He just wanted to get close to Calliope without her permission.”

Calliope agreed, “I do not appreciate being touched without my acquiescence.”

Jacoby drooped.

“What’s the matter, JJ?” Calliope kneeled before her brother.

He replied, “My face was pinched when I dropped off Biscuit.”

Thalia’s stomach turned into a rock. After a moment of thought, she suggested, “Why don’t we leave tomorrow?”

“What?” Calliope looked at her cockeyed.

“We’ll not tell anyone and just get our stuff and go.”

Calliope sifted through her purse. “More clever people have tried. Unless you are going to sell Frendo under father’s nose, I do not see how we can afford it.”

It was true. Thalia still did not want to sell Frendo. Aside from him being her last physical memory from her father’s ranch, she had grown up with the calygreyhound.

Arcanafauna were more than mere animals. A human could speak to them, even if it was a one-way discussion. Sorcerers could have full conversations with their familiars, a fact that made mundane Thalia jealous. She had even seen dryads talking to the arcanafauna in the zoo before the plant folk were banned from that area by John and Edgar for causing trouble.

Thalia had to think about who she loved more. Jacoby or Frendo? It broke her heart to admit the right answer was not difficult.

Calliope continued, “On top of that, Jacoby is only seven. The police would have me shackled and you doing hard labor for kidnapping. It could backfire so badly that father may reacquire us as convicted property.”

“There has to be another act JJ can do,” Thalia said as they approached the Grace Marine Emporium. “Otherwise, Frendo would never forgive me, but I could pay John for Jacoby’s custody.”
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Admission for the Grace Marine Emporium was merely a single ruby per person, a required donation to keep the facility running and the animals cared for. This was pocket change, but the aquarium had very few guests taking advantage of the deal.


The tanks were full of a variety of sea life. Most of the other guests congregated around the fanciful enclosures of megafauna. This included sharks, otters, stingrays, and even a pair of white spotted dolphins. Calliope held up her brother so he could pet a stingray that had its barb trimmed.

One thing was missing. Thalia wandered about to see curtains down and rooms locked off. When a volunteer for the establishment was spotted using tweezers to feed some crabs, Thalia approached her.

“Excuse me, ma’am. Do you no longer keep sea serpents and other arcanafauna?” Thalia asked.

The volunteer shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Did you not read the news?”

Thalia cringed, “Don’t laugh, I’m here with the circus.”

“Oh!” Crab Volunteer nodded knowingly, but disobeyed Thalia’s request with a snicker. “Well, you don’t look like a clown to me. Are you a strong woman?”

“Acrobat. But what happened? What’s the news?”

Crab Volunteer put the tweezers away on her cart and said, “No one knows how it happened, but many of our arcanafauna were stolen. We know it was the dryads because their vines were littered everywhere. They peppered blue glitter as a final prank.

When we had to repair the weed’s vandalism, we were forced to sell the rest of our arcanafauna to the empire. They paid us enough to keep the aquarium running for the next hundred years, but we don’t get as many guests anymore.”

“The weeds have been outside the circus too,” Thalia said. “They tried breaking out Rocky.”

“Was he the dragon?” Crab Volunteer asked.

Thalia dodged the question. “You haven’t gone to see him?”

“Oh, Goddess no! I’m busy down here with my own creatures, but I did read about it in this morning’s post.”

Disappointed, Thalia still tried to enjoy the mundane animals. It was still an amusing time, but she wondered what the empire wanted with arcanafauna.

Thalia walked slower than her cousins, reading about all the different animals. Her favorite was the anchor octopus, a mundane creature that could change its color and texture instantly. She wondered how that was even possible.

“Thalia!” Calliope called her. “We should head back for the driver.”

After bidding the octopus farewell, the Claytons returned to where they had initially been dropped off on the upper levels. There they waited together on a bench, buying occasional street food until dusk started to rear its daunting head.

“We can’t wait forever! Where is he?” Calliope stood up, adjusting her skirt.

Thalia was already approaching a payphone. John would be performing right then, so she called the train line outside the circus and had them switch her to the maintenance crew.

“Ed! Thank Omera. This is Thalia. We were supposed to get picked up by Zinnian on Glass Bird Row. Did he leave yet?” she asked and waited. “Are you sure? Is the work wagon there?” She waited again. “All right. Well then, is there another car available?”


An air pocket in the mana hit Thalia’s phone booth. Pop! The line dropped, and Thalia jolted back in fright. She fiddled with it for a moment, but the device was not working anymore.


“What’s going on?” asked Calliope.

“He never came back, and I think the other two cars are in use,” Thalia replied. “Come on, let’s find a working phone. Otherwise, we are stranded.”

Through the city and up the mountain they walked as the stars came out. When they turned the corner to a new payphone, they came upon Zinnian’s car, parked on the side of the road. It was next to an unmarked establishment. The chest was gone and so was Zinnian.


FOUR

Kidnapping and Theft


Thalia pulled out her keys, with spares for all three cars, from her bag. “We can’t wait for him. Honestly, John should fire Zinnian for this.”


After everyone piled into the vehicle, Thalia fiddled with each key. She could never remember which one went to which car.

Just as the engine started, shouts came from the building behind them. Thalia heard the door open, so she looked back to see if it was Zinnian. There were four men, none of them her driver, and they brandished straight razors and guns.

Thalia stomped on the accelerator.

“What’s going on?” Calliope asked before a gunshot burst passed them, causing everyone to scream.

Thalia made a sharp turn down an alley, but she didn’t know the roads. All she knew was that the city exits were always up. Headlights shined behind their car. Looking in her mirror, the strangers were in pursuit.

“Focus on the road!” cried Calliope, covering her brother’s head.

Talking and focusing could not be done at the same time, so Thalia faced forward and swerved into an electrically lit tunnel. She had no idea where they were or if this was even going up.

When she saw pedestrians ahead, Thalia slammed on the car’s horn. People loudly dodged into shanty houses and brick buildings built into the cave. Thalia felt lost but there were plenty of bends for swerving out of the line of fire.

With a city exit sign to her right, Thalia floored her turn to an astonishing fifty miles-per-hour. The forces caused the car to skirt on its side wheels. Few vehicles could go faster, and the work wagon was not built for speeding.

Their bumper flew off when they crashed through the exit’s barricade, and the car was now on a bumpy dirt road. The crunch sounded expensive, as did the groans from beneath the chassis.

Whoever was behind them had far better suspension. The men caught up with ease. Now side by side, one of them grabbed onto the cousins’ car.

Calliope pulled out her hat pin and stabbed him in the hand, losing her hat in the process. Bleeding, the man slipped onto the road, barely missing passing tires. The necromancer’s eyes rolled into her head and the shriek of a summoned wraith flew at the assailants. Panicked, their car swerved off the road.

Feeling safer, Thalia peeked back at her mirror. Dark vines enveloped the other car. She wasn’t going to stay and watch. Thalia drove until it felt like her wagon was surrendering.

The car survived until she pulled onto the main road with pavement. After it backfired several times, Thalia pulled to the curb near the thicket. Everyone climbed out of the car and hid in the brush. Silently they waited and listened. A car passed, but they had no idea if it was the men from town or police. Omera forbid it be knights.

When all was quiet, except for the bats and the crickets, Thalia started to laugh.

“What is your mania?” Calliope asked.

Thalia kept softly laughing, but she said, “I have no idea. I don’t know what just happened.”

Jacoby started to cry in his sister’s lap.

“Calliope, may I ask you something?” Thalia peeked over the thicket and onto the raised road.

“Is it about the wraith?” Calliope held Jacoby close.

Sliding back down, Thalia said, “Well, yes. I didn’t think you could do that.”

“Do not tell a soul, please,” Calliope begged. “Mother showed me how to mask this so I wouldn’t be branded. I cannot cast curses nor bring people back. I’m merely able to summon spirits, but I can summon all of them if they haven’t passed over to a realm.”

“I’ll never tell,” Thalia said before she began helping everyone back onto the road. She was confident it was safe.

The circus could be seen by its lights in the distant fields. Thalia and Jacoby inspected the car’s damage, but it would not get them home. The fuel tank had sprung a leak. They had been shot at more than they first realized during the height of their adrenaline.

“Can we all agree that we never found Zinnian and had to walk back?” Thalia suggested.

It was agreed upon and the car was gently pushed off the road. Midnight had befallen them, and everyone returned to their cabins to figuratively crash.
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The next morning, Thalia was awakened extra early by a rapid knocking on her cabin door. Assuming she was in for hell from Uncle John, she hurriedly got undressed from yesterday’s clothes. She slipped on a pair of slacks and a men’s button-up. The collar was left popped for now—John was impatient.

“Hello?” She opened the door to someone she was not expecting.

Calliope had changed into a black evening dress for her act but was not wearing her signature flowers or makeup yet. “Thalia! You need to hurry!”

“What now?” Thalia hopped as she slid on her stockings and boots, not bothering to properly lace them yet. “Is John mad at us?”

“Not to my understanding,” Calliope replied.

Thalia followed her cousin to the animal pens. The gates were broken open. Vines littered the floor and blue powder glittered in every cell. The petting zoo was empty of anything but farm animals, leaving Jacoby and others in absolute grief. As Calliope comforted her brother, Thalia almost collapsed upon seeing Frendo gone.
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