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For Craig, who is always there to catch me when I jump









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.

[image: ]

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.

[image: ]

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.
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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.”
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