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A REMINDER OF PANTOMIME



DRAW BACK THE CURTAIN


Let me remind you of what has happened to Micah Grey, in case it’s been some time since you last stepped into Elada. When we last saw Micah, he was on the run from a ruined circus and was about to step onto the magician’s stage.


The first time we met him, with a little nudge from me, Anisa— sometimes known as the Phantom Damselfly— he’d stepped through those gates and fallen in love with both the magic and the danger of the circus. He was enchanted by the trapeze act, performed by Aenea and Arik, and he yearned to fly.


Before he ran away, Micah had tried to throw himself into the role of a young, noble lady named Iphigenia Laurus, or Gene: he’d spent time in the Emerald Bowl estates in the country, attended afternoon tea, and debuted into society. He shared a kiss with his friend, Oswin, and even tentatively saw a future with him, though it was unlikely to be a love match. Yet when Gene realized his parents were so afraid of anyone discovering the truth that they were willing to operate on him without his consent, Gene fled. After a few harrowing days on the city streets, he renamed himself Micah Grey and found R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic.


Micah daringly auditioned on the trapeze and earned a chance to prove himself in the circus. It was not easy. Training with the aerialists Aenea and Arik was grueling. Micah endured hazing and pranks from some of the clowns until Bil Ragona, the ringmaster, and Drystan, the white clown, put a stop to it. Micah performed some of the lowest tasks for the grunts, from scrubbing the loos to looking after the animals.


On his second night in the circus, I revealed myself to Micah, telling him that Chimaera and their magical abilities were returning to the world— and he was one of them. His powers would grow, and I needed his help against a blurred man I saw in visions who wished to destroy them. He didn’t want to believe me, of course, and grew frustrated when I could not tell him what little I knew of the future for fear of it not coming to pass. I let him throw his anger at me: eventually, after all, he would discover the truth.


A newspaper article printed with Iphigenia Laurus’s face offered a reward for the whereabouts of the runaway noble daughter. The Laurus family hired a private investigator to bring Micah home. He later came face-to-face with this Shadow Elwood on a rare day off with Aenea in the city and managed to evade him. Arik finally retired from the trapeze, and Micah took his place as a performer as the circus left Sicion behind.


R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic paused for a few weeks in the fishing village of Cowl to practice the pantomime they planned to weave between the acts, so the circus had a chance to stand out in the great capital of Imachara. Micah ended up cast in the role of Princess Iona, with Drystan playing the part of Prince Leander. Micah had discovered that Drystan was another noble runaway, like himself, from the prestigious Hornbeam family.


One of many dangers in the circus was the ringmaster himself. Bil Ragona had turned more to the bottle. He gambled or spent coin he could not afford on Vestige artefacts rather than ensuring the wage packets were full. He was prone to mercurial moods: he might fire someone one night and give grandiose promises the next. Once in Imachara, his wife, Frit, finally left and took some money from the safe with her. Bil grew worse, and Drystan stepped up to keep the circus going. Micah had been torn between his growing romance with Aenea and his increasing attraction to Drystan.


One night, near the end of the season, Shadow Elwood found Micah. Elwood made a mistake by going to the ringmaster first. Instead of simply detaining Micah until the Shadow returned, Bil lost his temper, especially once Drystan and Aenea came to Micah’s aid. Drystan struck Bil with the hidden blade of his own cane, accidentally killing him. Bil had nearly murdered Aenea, but Micah managed to grab my disc, known as an Aleph, from the safe, and it was my turn to help him. He let me step into his body and control his kindled powers. I brought Aenea back from the brink, but in return, Micah could never see or speak to her again, lest she affect what was to pass. Juliet, Tauro, and the shapeshifting Violet, the other three Chimaera of the circus, brought Aenea to the hospital to be treated, and Drystan and Micah left the circus behind them in flames.


The Shadow trailed Micah and Drystan, cornering them in the Copper District on the night of the full moon. Micah remembered the prophecy I’d told him and placed his hands on the Penglass, which responded to his power, releasing a bright light that nearly blinded the Shadow, allowing them to escape.


Drystan and Micah decided to remain together, and the white clown, the pale jester, knew where to go next: the Kymri Theatre, to Jasper Maske, a disgraced stage magician who owed him a life debt. And so that is where we find them, cold and afraid, standing on the threshold, with more adventure, magic, and danger to come.
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1


THE SÉANCE




“Countless times, I have drawn closed the black curtains against the daylight, clasped hands with believers and cynics alike, and claimed to commune with the dead. Some believe I actually bring forth ghosts, and others hold tight to their disbelief. But no matter how cynical, there is always the glimmer of fear in their eyes when the supposed supernatural crowds the room with them. When whispers fill their ears and they feel the brush of an unseen hand. Fear of the darkness, and of what they do not understand. Or perhaps it is not fear, but guilt.


Is it ghosts that truly haunt us, or the memory of our own mistakes that we wish we could undo?”


THE UNPUBLISHED MEMOIRS OF JASPER MASKE: THE MASKE OF MAGIC





Jasper Maske, disgraced stage magician of Imachara, stood aside in the shadowed doorway of the Kymri Theatre.


I stepped inside and followed him down the hallway as Drystan, my companion in crime, closed the door. Loose mosaic tiles slipped beneath my feet, and dust coated everything like a half-remembered dream. I shivered, the motion triggering a stab of pain in my injured left arm. We’d made a hasty sling of torn fabric from my pantomime wedding gown costume. If I didn’t move, it didn’t hurt too badly.


Was Drystan right to trust this man, with all the secrets that followed us?


Drystan’s expression revealed nothing. He wore a coat over his white and pink clown’s motley. I slid my less-injured hand into his with the lightest of touches, and he gave me a small, tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. My recently dislocated thumbs were back in their rightful places, but they were still tender. A few hours ago, we’d left R.H. Ragona’s Circus of Magic in a flaming ruin behind us. I clung to the numbness of shock, letting it cushion me.


The tall, thin magician pushed open a stained-glass door that depicted a scene of one of the Kymri kings drifting on the river of the afterlife in a boat laden with his possessions.


We entered the cavernous main room of the theatre, though the magician’s glass globe did little to illuminate the gloom. More dust dulled the once-burgundy seats, and peeling gilt glinted off the columns to either side of the empty proscenium stage.


“Now, why have an old friend and his companion appeared on my doorstep in the middle of the night, in quite the state of disarray, demanding a séance?” A faint smile curled Jasper Maske’s lips. The magician hadn’t yet been to bed when we’d knocked, despite the late hour. He was in his late fifties, at a guess, and his brown eyes held the puffy look of a man who didn’t sleep much, contrasting against his crisp suit and neat, pomaded hair. He had a sharp widow’s peak, and the grey at his temples looked like wings.


“You suspect why,” Drystan said.


He took both of us in again, stroking his tidy beard with one hand, his gaze unsettling.


“Very well,” the magician said, handing Drystan the glass globe. “Wait here.” He navigated his way in the darkness.


The glass globe flickered between us, dyeing Drystan’s white hair the orange of a flame and turning his features eerie. The theatre was cold, and I shivered beneath my damp coat. My voice caught before I could speak.


“A séance?” I finally asked. “We need him to harbor us, not spook us.”


“It’s nothing to do with what the spirits say, not really,” Drystan said. “He’s been retired from stage magic for fifteen years, but he’s as much of a showman as ever. This is more about him evaluating us than some conversation with the dead. He’ll make up his mind about us during it, and then he’ll let us know if the ‘spirits’ told him whether or not we can stay.”


At the mention of spirits, I bit the inside of my cheek. Drystan stared into the darkness like a haunted man.


I couldn’t think about pearls scattered in blood, or the way the ringmaster had thrown Aenea, my fellow aerialist and the girl I’d been courting, across the room like a broken doll. I couldn’t think about the impossible power I’d used to escape my bonds, or how the Phantom Damselfly, Anisa, freed from the iron safe and her ancient Vestige metal disc, had taken control of my body to help heal Aenea. There had been a moment when I wasn’t sure if she’d give my body back. Juliet, Tauro, and Violet had taken Aenea to the hospital, but I didn’t know if she had survived.


If I started thinking about any of it, I’d never be able to stop.


The glass globe illuminated the mosaics on the wall above the darkened lamp sconces. The Holy Couple of the Lord of the Sun and the Lady of the Moon shone overhead. Below them were scenes from the myth of the island of Kymri. The humans that appeared part-animal were Theri Chimaera. The others could be Anthi Chimaera, like me: human in appearance, but with magical powers. Everyone in Elada had thought Chimaera only myths and legends, but the Phantom Damselfly had told me they weren’t. Any lingering doubts I had were banished after learning there had been no less than three Anthi Chimaera under my nose in the circus: Juliet, the Leopard Lady, Tauro, the Bull Man, and Violet, a large, violet-black cat I’d watched transform into a woman. Not even the animal trainers had realized what she truly was.


“All is ready,” Maske said, returning to the stage.


We entered another, smaller room, the flames sputtering from their candlewicks. A table covered in black lace, topped with a blue crystal ball, was the only furniture aside from a large spirit cabinet in the corner—a sort of portable closet for mediums to use in séances, and an old velvet sofa. A threadbare Arrasian rug lay on the floor, and oil portraits of long-dead monarchs hung on the walls, their expressions disapproving.


“Sit,” the magician commanded.


I perched on the hard seat. The Vestige metal base of the crystal ball shone like oil mixed in water, and the ball itself glowed blue as Penglass, the mysterious domes threaded throughout Elada and the other islands of the Archipelago.


“Now, hold hands, if you can,” Maske said. I rested my right elbow on the table and clasped the magician’s cool, dry palm, his long fingers curling around mine. Drystan put his hand, damp from the rain, into my sling to gently take my other one.


“We call upon you, O spirits,” the magician said. “We call upon you through the Veil to answer our questions of the past and the future, and to ask what I should do with these supplicants at my door.” His deep voice echoed throughout the room.


I heard nothing. I peeked at Drystan, but his eyes were closed.


Tap.


I held my breath.


Tap, tap.


Tap, tap, tap.


“Spirits,” Maske said, “I thank you for joining us this evening and honoring us with your presence and wisdom.”


Tap. Tap, tap.


This was how the magician was going to prove that spirits existed from beyond the grave? A few knocks? I frowned, and the magician caught it.


“It seems we have an unbeliever among us tonight,” he said.


I fought down a surge of fear. I wouldn’t call myself a cynic, with all I’d seen, but that didn’t mean I believed he was actually communing with the dead.


The table beneath us shook. I nearly snatched my hands away, breaking the circle, injuries or no. The table wobbled and rose several inches off the ground, but the Vestige crystal ball didn’t shift, as if it’d been glued down. My heartbeat thundered in my throat.


The table lowered. More raps pattered like raindrops on a tin roof. Whispers rose, the words unintelligible. A woman sobbed in heart-break and a chill wind ruffled my hair. It reminded me far too much of the Pavillion of Phantoms in the Circus of Magic, where I’d first seen Anisa, that ghost who wasn’t a ghost and who now hid, heavy and silent, within a disc in my pocket.


“O spirits,” Maske said. “Tell me of my guests. Where have they come from? Are they friends or are they foes?” His brown eyes gazed into the crystal ball, his blown pupils like deep pools of darkness. Shapes flitted in the depths of the blue crystal. Drystan squeezed my hand gently, mindful of my thumb, and I was grateful for the small comfort.


“Tragedy has struck you tonight,” Maske said.


It didn’t exactly take a psychic to deduce that. I had fresh rope burns around my wrists, after all.


“Your lives have intertwined,” he continued. “But shall they strengthen into roots that run deep? It’s too soon to say.”


Drystan looked toward me, and I glanced away.


“Your future is murky,” the magician continued. His voice shifted into a deep, resonating timbre. “But the path forward will soon clear.”


The crystal ball on the table brightened until it was so piercing it reminded me of what I’d just done in the Copper District. I’d put my palms on a Penglass dome, and it had responded and allowed me to escape the Shadow that pursued us. I squeezed my eyes shut. When the light cleared and I dared open my eyes, Jasper Maske’s face lingered close to my own. Drystan had frozen, mid-blink. The cyan-blue light of the crystal ball cast the magician’s face in unearthly shadow. When Maske next spoke, it was in a voice entirely unlike his own, and echoed as though three people spoke at once.


“Take heed, Child of Man and Woman yet Neither. I see a woman in a wine- red dress. Her child is ill, eaten from the inside. I see figures on a stage, playing their parts, the audience applauding as magic surrounds them. Long ago, great feathers flap against the night sky. Another creature, with green, scaled skin, drips red blood onto a white floor. Here, now, Chimaera wait in the wings, and the one who would destroy them is gathering strength. I see a man, checking his pocket watch, counting down the time.”


Images switched like slides in a magic lantern in my mind’s eye. The back of the woman in the crimson dress, pushing a wheelchair. The slide changed with a snick. A woman with great brown wings like an owl, her eyes golden. Snick. A green-tinged hand, limp, blood dripping onto the floor, steady as a pocket watch keeping time. Snick. A man, his face blurred, and a sense of dread so deep I wanted to scream.


— Anisa, I thought, desperately. Anisa, is this your doing?


I imagined the Chimaera ghost leaning over me, spreading her transparent dragonfly wings wide.


— Yes . . . but no. This is your channeling. We’d do well to listen to the spirits, little Kedi, for they are wise, she whispered in my mind. Was Anisa tricking me to make sure I did what she wanted, or was this something more?


— I must sleep . . . she said, and her exhaustion was so strong it almost dragged me down with it. What I did tonight drained me, and my powers are weakened. These next steps you must take alone. Trust you will know what to do. After this, avoid using your magic. You have grown stronger, but you are untrained, and it is dangerous. When I can, I will help you gain control. Until then, be brave, my child. Be bold. Stay safe. She faded from my awareness.


Maske’s eyes were wide, still gleaming blue with the reflection of the crystal ball. Unseen hands tugged my torn dress and snarled hair. A cold fingertip danced across my cheekbone.


“A magician pulls the strings behind the stage,” Maske continued in that eerie, echoing voice, “and his puppets perform his tricks to regain what he has lost. Chimaera wait in the wings, and the one who would destroy them all gathers strength. You must look through the trees to see the play of shadow and light. The truth of who you are and who others once were shall find you in your dreams and your nightmares.”


I saw Drystan and myself on the stage of the Kymri Theatre, dressed in fine suits and silk cravats. Jasper Maske stood in the wings, his eyes shining with hope. Another figure in a Temnian-style silken dress stood at his side, her face hidden in shadow.


The taps and wailing rose again, and the blue light brightened until I could see nothing but white. A pulse of power, and I fell forward, like a puppeteer had cut my strings, bashing my forehead against the table with a flare of pain.
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“Micah?” Drystan pulled his hand from mine and Maske’s. I felt the current of energy break. “Are you all right?”


My head hurt, and I blinked against my wobbling vision. My injured shoulder throbbed. The grandfather clock ticked in the corner. It felt like the séance had only been a couple of minutes, at most. But unless the clock was wrong, more than a quarter of an hour had passed.


I shook my head, trying to piece together what had just happened.


Be brave. Be bold, Anisa had said.


Maske stared at us, thoughtful as he steepled his fingers together. He wasn’t as frightening in the warmer candlelight.


“Apologies, young . . . man.” He gave the barest hesitation, and I didn’t acknowledge whether he was correct or not. “I do realize my séances can be unsettling for some.”


Drystan’s half-dried hair stuck up around his head in a platinum and gold corona. “And your verdict? You once offered anything you could provide to me, Maske. A life debt.”


He held up his hand. “Yes. Though, judging by what you told me and what the spirits communicated, harboring you risks drawing Policiers to my door.” His eyes flicked to my battered face. I swallowed, uneasy at the thought of Drystan and Maske speaking while I’d had my visions.


“How can you be sure Drystan spoke the truth?” I asked.


Maske gave an illusionist’s smile. “A magician knows.”


Drystan laughed without humor. “Balderdash. You still have your Augur, don’t you? Let’s see it, then.”


Maske lifted his chin at Drystan, and in the tilt of his head, the curl of his lips, I saw something of Drystan’s mannerisms as the White Clown. I wondered if Drystan had based his circus persona partly on this magician.


Maske tapped his pocket three times. Out crawled what looked like a small, iridescent beetle, which hummed softer than the far-off buzz of a bumblebee. It lifted its wings, and below them, Vestige metal cogs whirred.


The magician rested the mechanical beetle in his palm. “It’s one of my most prized possessions.”


I’d heard of Augurs before, of course, but never seen one. They were rare, and the few that remained were mostly with the Constabulary and the courts. While something like glass globes could last hundreds of years without issue, many of the more complicated Vestige artefacts were running low on power. He hadn’t used an Augur on us lightly.


“What happens when you lie?” I asked.


“Usually only the wearer hears the alarm, which is handy, but there is another setting.” He fiddled with a clasp on the Augur’s underbelly. “There. Tell a lie.”


“My mother was a giraffe,” Drystan said, straight-faced.


The room filled with a rhythmic, high-pitched clicking and whirring. Maske set the Augur on the table, and its wings opened and closed in time. It was not loud enough to drown out conversation, though it was distinctly annoying, and my nerves were already frayed. I grimaced. The clicking faded.


I didn’t like that he had used Vestige on us without our knowledge, but I couldn’t pretend I wouldn’t have done the same.


“Can we trust you?” I asked. The Augur was still activated.


He arched an eyebrow.


I studied the lace of the tablecloth, noting a small burn in the fabric.


“Yes, I believe you can,” he said. The Augur was silent. He let that hush hover between us before he reached forward to switch it off.


“Does that mean you’ll take us in? You didn’t put constraints on that life debt when you made it.” Drystan had an edge to his voice. “No strings.”


If Maske cast us out on the street, we had nothing. Part of me wanted to grab Drystan’s hand and flee all the same. For better or worse, though, the Phantom Damselfly also wanted us to stay. While I didn’t entirely trust her, she’d saved me more than once that night, and I was tired of running.


“The spirits told me something,” I said, cautiously. Drystan and Maske’s faces both turned toward me. “I had a vision of my own.”


“You channeled?” Maske asked. “And what did the spirits say to you?” His eyes were strangely hungry as he turned the Augur back on.


Drystan’s expression tightened.


I licked my lips, parsing through the words. I had to tell the truth, but that didn’t mean I had to share everything I’d seen. “They spoke of the near future. They said: ‘A magician pulls the strings behind the stage, and his puppets perform his tricks to regain what he has lost.’ I saw Drystan and myself performing in this very theatre. You watched us perform magic, and there was someone next to you, in a silk dress, though I couldn’t see her face.”


The Augur didn’t click.


Maske’s mouth fell open, and I sensed Drystan’s echoing shock. The magician stood so quickly he knocked his chair over. “Drystan, are you playing some kind of game? Did Taliesin send you? I won’t have it— I won’t—”


“We came here with no agenda but safety,” I cut him off. “I’m only telling you what the spirits showed me because it seemed important.”


Maske’s eyes flicked to one of the paintings on the wall. The back of my neck prickled, as though I were being watched. Did that painting of King Nicolas Snakewood have holes in the eyes, like in the adventure novels I’d read? My fingernails dug half-moons into the skin of my palm.


The magician came close enough that his nose was inches from mine. Behind the anger and the indignation was that same hope I’d seen in my vision. This had been the right play. I knew it in my bones. Maske’s séances might only be tricks, but deep down, he believed in true magic.


“We’ve lost everything, too,” I whispered. “Maybe, together, we can find something new.”


Maske’s breath caught. He pulled back, his hand going to the collar of his suit. He turned off the Augur. Drystan and I waited, listening to the ticking of the clock.


“I’ll ready the loft for you both tonight,” he said, finally, and I wanted to sag in relief. “I make no promises long-term, but you can at least stay here for now as I ponder what the spirits said.”


Drystan blinked quickly, recovering. “My old room. That’ll do nicely.” He paused. “Thank you, Jasper.”


“You remember I prefer Maske, I’m sure. Taliesin took almost everything from me, but he didn’t take my stage name.”


“Maske,” Drystan corrected himself.


The magician inclined his head before going to the side table and pouring three glasses of whisky. I put my hand over my mouth, fighting the urge to retch. Our circus ringmaster Bil used to stink of the stuff.


Drystan understood and took my glass, knocking back both drinks.


Maske swirled his, staring into its amber depths before taking a careful sip.


“Right, then,” he said. “It’s closer to dawn than sunset. You must be exhausted.” He picked up the glass globe, and we rose to follow him. He led us back through the empty theatre and its dimmed stage. He paused, looking at it with longing. He closed his eyes, and I wondered if he was imagining the place as it’d once been. Clean, shining, and packed to the gills with an anticipatory audience. I caught the same wistfulness as those in the circus. The same desire to spark wonder.


Perhaps the spirits, and Anisa, had told us true: we were exactly where we needed to be.
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2


THE SCREAM




“Never are we as honest as at night, alone with our thoughts and nightmares.”


ELADAN PROVERB





Rain drummed on the skylight of our new room.


“Apologies for the state of it,” Maske said. “I’ve not had guests in . . . quite some time.”


The attic at the top of the Kymri Theatre was musty with dust and disuse, but the roof was sound. Boxes of old wires and rusted springs cluttered one corner. There was a round porthole window of stained glass, but it was too dark to catch its design, with twin beds on either side of the room, desks, and matching wardrobes.


On the way to the loft, Maske had paused to slip into his quarters and returned with a black medic bag. Drystan clutched it against his chest. “It’s more than fine,” he said.


“Make use of anything in the wardrobes,” Maske said. “Sleep as long as you need.”


With that, he closed the door behind him. The walls were painted a faded light blue, with darker squares where pictures had hung. It might have been cheery, once.


“Two beds?” I asked. Drystan had said this was his old room. Had he shared it with someone?


“Taliesin’s twin grandsons stayed in the loft when both magicians lived here in the Kymri Theatre. I pushed the beds together when I stayed here, though he’s moved them back.”


“The bedding is fresh,” I said, fingering the edge of a coverlet. “Who laid it out?”


We exchanged glances, and I remembered both that feeling of being watched downstairs and the person in my vision. “Are you sure Maske lives here alone?”


His mouth opened. Closed. “I don’t know,” he whispered.


“What should we do?” I pressed my uninjured forearm against my stomach.


He sighed. “I’ve reached my limit of worry for tonight, I’m afraid. If someone’s indeed here, Maske obviously considers them trustworthy. I expect we’ll meet them tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow,” I echoed. My fear, too, had run out of fuel, replaced by only fatigue.


Drystan set the medic bag on my bed. “Come on. Your wounds need tending to.” He’d been punched and thrown around, but beyond that, he didn’t have a scratch on him. He’d wiped the ringmaster’s blood splatters and most of his clown makeup from his face before we’d fled, but I caught a stain on his pale pink and white clown’s motley. Maske had probably spotted it, too, yet he’d still given us a place to stay.


“It’s all right. I can do it myself,” I said.


“You can barely move your shoulder.”


“It’s not as bad as I feared.” The magic the Phantom Damselfly had funneled through me to save Aenea had helped the wound, alongside the fact that I’d always healed faster than normal. I lifted my elbow to shoulder height, trying not to let my pain show. “See? I’ll let you know if I need help. Go to sleep.”


He hesitated, but in the end, he shrugged off his coat and threw it across his desk chair. He opened the wardrobe, which was filled with old clothes, then pulled his shirt over his head. I froze. No one else in the circus had much modesty, and I’d seen him change backstage between his clown’s motley and Prince Leander’s costume plenty of times before, but it felt different here, just the two of us. He took a cloth next to the basin and ewer on his desk and wiped away the worst of the sweat and smoke, the lean muscles of his back moving beneath his skin. Before he could catch me looking, I opened the wardrobe on my side, which was also full of old clothes.


A few minutes later, I glanced over my shoulder. Drystan had changed and crawled beneath the covers and faced the wall, giving me my privacy. His half-dyed hair fell across the pillow.


I let my coat fall to the floor. I couldn’t undo the buttons of the ruined dress easily, and so I ripped it and stepped out of the skirts. I wore my drawers, my undershirt, and my Lindean corset to bind my breasts. I glanced over at Drystan again, furtively, but he hadn’t moved. I’d never known if Arik had guessed my secret, when we’d shared a cart at the circus. If he had, he’d never let on. Drystan thought of me as a runaway girl, as Frit had. I’d never fully undressed in front of Aenea, either. Maske had mentioned other rooms. I’d probably have to try and nab one if we ended up staying long-term. It’d make this easier.


I eased my way out of the Lindean corset and hid it in the wardrobe. The filthy undershirt joined my other ruined clothes on the floor. A glance at my body showed my injuries, and I fought down a gasp. My chest had been protected from the worst of the blows thanks to my binder, but almost everywhere else was mottled with bruises. I had a long, shallow slash across my lower ribs from the carved ram’s head on the ringmaster’s cane. I ran my hand along the ridged muscles of my torso. For all my body’s strength from being an aerialist, I hadn’t been able to free myself from Bil’s grasp until I’d been able to reach my magic.


I made quick use of my own basin, wiping myself down with a terrycloth, the movement making my cuts bleed again. In the darkness, the events of the night flooded back: the cheery bells of the circus music, the laughter of the crowd that warred with the weight of the strong hand on my shoulder, and the sickly-sweet smell of chemicals. The taste of the gag in my mouth and the ropes around my wrists. The drunken ringmaster looming over me.


I untied the makeshift sling, changed into drawers from my pack, and pulled on a cotton shirt from the wardrobe that smelled strongly of cedar to ward off moths, trying to stifle grunts of pain.


I opened the medic bag. I sat on the bed and pulled up the shirt to daub the cuts with an unguent. It stung, but the bleeding had already stopped. Carefully, I wrapped a bandage around my ribs, but not my breasts.


I’d escaped Bil’s bonds with a spark of magic, but he’d still been too strong. I hadn’t been able to reach Anisa’s Aleph in the safe. The blows of his cane had rained down hard and fast. Aenea and Drystan had found me. Aenea had thrown herself upon the ringmaster, and in half a moment, he’d struck her hard enough to kill her. Only begging Anisa to help had let me give Aenea a chance at survival, but in return, I’d had to promise never to see or speak to her again.


Drystan had taken up the ringmaster’s discarded cane and struck his own killing blow. I’d seen Bil, half-fallen, the blood hovering in mid-air. I’d watched as time became inevitable and he’d fallen to the floor, dead. Anisa wouldn’t have saved him, even if I’d asked.


I hadn’t.


I closed my eyes against the memories, but they lingered. The feel of Aenea’s slack neck beneath my frantic fingers and the slow, weak pulse. The fading rage in the ringmaster’s eyes, the way the blood had pooled around his corpse. Violet, the great cat with dark purple fur, prowling through the cart before transforming into a person with a burst of magic. Tauro, the bull man, looming at the door. Juliet, the Leopard Lady, telling me we’d meet again. They’d taken Aenea for treatment, and I hadn’t even been able to whisper a last goodbye. My breath hitched in my throat. Was she all right? And if she hadn’t made it . . . would I want to know? Or would it be better to always have that hope she’d survived?


My eyes burned. I couldn’t cry.


I crawled under the blankets. I felt frozen through. Guilt pulsed through me in waves, tears choking my throat.


I lay in the dark for what felt like hours, my mind spinning, full of regrets. It was close to dawn before my eyelids finally grew heavy.


A shout tore through the air.


I sat straight up in bed, hurting my shoulder and ribs.


Drystan’s face contorted as he thrashed against the covers. His mouth opened and he let loose another scream.


“Drystan?” I asked, crossing the room.


He moaned, shaking his head from side to side.


“Hey, hey. Are you all right?”


I crouched over him. He bolted upright and swung his arm, catching me on my injured shoulder. The pain seared through me, my vision tunneling.


I screamed and crumpled to the floor.


My cry broke through his nightmare. He stared straight ahead, not quite awake. He sucked in ragged breaths, coming back to himself.


“Micah?” he whispered, a hand on his jaw. He wiped his ashen face and took me in. His eyes lingered on the bumps beneath my shirt, which had ridden up, and the other between my legs. Even through the pain, I thought: here it is. The reality of me was no longer a secret between us. It was both a terror and a relief.


“You hit me.” I hissed the breath through my teeth.


“Shit.” His eyes skittered back to my face. “Gods, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to.”


I panted, trying to breathe through the agony pulsing up my arm.


“Your shoulder?” he asked.


I grunted.


“We should really find a doctor.”


“No,” I gasped. “No doctors. They . . . they can’t know. Too . . . rare. Even if they don’t realize I’m from the circus, it’d . . . what I am would trace me right back to who I used to be.”


He’d guessed I was Iphigenia Laurus back on that night we’d spent on the pier in Sicion, drinking cheap gin. He blinked once, twice.


“Right,” he said, eventually. “Right. Yes.”


Drystan helped me from the floor and to my bed. I leaned against him, and his hand rubbed between my shoulder blades. He’d taken it better than I thought he would. He wasn’t repulsed, as my mother always said people would be. I hated how pathetically grateful I was for that.


A knock sounded at the door.


Drystan opened it. Maske held the glass globe, his face again half in shadow. He wore a striped nightgown and cap, incongruous with his neat beard.


“I heard noises,” he said.


“I had a nightmare.” Drystan’s voice was flat to hide his embarrassment. “Micah came to check on me, but I accidentally hit his injured arm.”


“Let me see,” Maske said. “I’ve some basic medical training.”


“I’m fine,” I said, even as my eyes stung with pain.


“No, you’re not. It’s me or a doctor. Make your choice.”


“You, then,” I gritted out.


Maske set down the globe and came closer.


My torso was hunched, but I took a deep breath and straightened. If he noticed, let him think me a girl. My other secret was safe beneath the covers.


Maske placed his hands gently on my arm, investigating the injury. I moaned, squeezing my eyes shut.


“I’ve had my share of accidents throughout the years, and I’ve set a bone or two. I can splint it, and it should heal cleanly enough. But there are no guarantees,” he warned.


I hesitated, then nodded.


Maske poured a dose of laudanum onto a spoon. The smell reminded me of when Cyril had broken his arm falling off a Penglass dome. I still felt guilty for that— I should never have put him at risk. I swallowed the medicine, and the honey and herbs chased away none of the bitterness.


Jasper Maske took out two types of bandages from the medic bag and fabric for a new, better arm sling.


He held my upper arm firmly, first wrapping it in cotton before dampening plaster bandages and winding them over the top. Stars of pain shot behind my closed eyelids. The bandages dried into a cast, and the laudanum finally took hold, dulling the pain at the edges. Maske patted me on my uninjured shoulder. My eyelids drooped, but I caught Maske’s hesitation. Instead of putting the laudanum back in the medic bag, he tucked it into his pocket. Drystan’s eyes narrowed.


“I have a feeling you two are going to make my life decidedly more interesting,” Maske said.


“I imagine part of you will like that, old chap,” Drystan said, with all the wryness of the white clown. “Considering how interesting your life was when I knew you last.”


“I’m no longer that foolhardy man, courting danger so openly,” Maske said. “Things have been quiet since you last left, but life is safer that way.” In the dimmer light, his eyes were wide and dark, and my skin pricked into gooseflesh.


“I hope neither of you have any more nightmares.” He rose.


“Me, too,” Drystan replied softly as Maske closed the door behind him once more.


The laudanum made me feel as though I were floating.


“Are you shocked?” I couldn’t help but ask into the darkness. “About me?”


He was silent. “Yes, and no. I didn’t expect it, necessarily, but I’m not surprised. If that makes sense.” He paused. “Did Aenea know?”


“I don’t think so,” I said. “We never . . . made it that far. I was afraid she might reject me. She might have suspected part of it, as you had. I’m not sure.”


He made a thoughtful noise.


“Have you ever met anyone like me?” The medicine was loosening my tongue too much.


“No, Micah. I think you’re the most unique person I’ve ever met.”


Despite everything, the edges of my lips tugged upwards.


“Do you really trust Maske?” I asked, my eyelids fluttering shut. “With no reservations?”


“I trust him. But I trust no one without question. Go to bed, Micah.”


As sleep took hold and put an end to the worst night of my life until that point, a small corner of my mind wanted to ask: not even me?
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A SCREAM IN THE DARK




“Most Eladans have not travelled beyond the island. A select few may have gone to Girit to visit family, but very few have been to Temnes, Linde, Kymri, or Byssia. Thus, outside of products to buy, the Archipelago must come to them in the form of entertainment— circuses or magic shows, theatre or vaudeville.”


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





The next afternoon, I awoke to a rainbow falling across my face. I hadn’t fully caught the stained-glass design: I’d dreamt of dragonflies, and the window showed another in purple, blue, and green glass.


The theatre had two bathrooms with working plumbing, and I took my first proper bath in half a year. My auburn hair had grown out to near my shoulders, but I couldn’t tie it back with my injured arm, so I left the waves to air dry around my face. My reflection looked haunted. My cheekbone was bruised from Bil’s fist, and the rope burns around my wrists had started fading but hurt. Still, I felt like a new person in my pilfered, cedar-scented clothes, even if I limped down the stairs and every muscle ached.


The Kymri Theatre was full of interesting little details. The skirting boards and moldings were all carved with animals or glyphs, and the walls were painted shades of blue and terracotta. The floors were dotted with colored mosaics.


Eventually, I found the kitchen, a cozy room at the back of the building on the ground floor. The walls were tiled blue and green, the cabinets warm varnished wood inset with blue and yellow glass, and the appliances shining copper. The air smelled of coal smoke and coffee. At the worn kitchen table, Maske glanced up from the newspaper and smiled faintly at me. Drystan had a steaming drink in front of him he hadn’t touched. Maske looked as tidy as last night, though the kitchen lights showed more grey in his hair. Drystan had dark circles ringing his eyes. He’d washed off the last of his clown makeup, revealing his familiar, handsome features and the freckles across the bridge of his nose. I only took him in for a second as I focused on the woman seated at the table next to him, and my skin prickled into goosebumps.


She was Temnian, with dark eyes, golden-brown skin, and hair that fell in a dark river to her waist, small sections braided with ceramic beads. She was curvy and wore a green sarong made of Temnian linen secured with a silken scarf.


“Good morning,” she said brightly. “I’m Cyan. Mister Maske’s assistant.” No trace of an accent. She’d been born in Elada or come here when she was quite young, then.


She was, without a doubt, the person I’d seen on stage with Maske in my vision the night before. She’d been the one who watched us from behind the walls and laid out the bedding in the loft.


Drystan finally took a sip of his drink.


“Micah,” I said, holding out my right hand, and she shook it firmly. Her palm was warm, and I felt a spark through my skin. Her eyes widened in surprise as I pulled my hand away.


“Coffee?” Maske asked from behind the newspaper.


“Thank you,” I said, though without much anticipation. The last time I’d tasted coffee was when I’d spent an afternoon with a spice merchant, Mister Illari, just before I joined the circus. It’d been strong and as bitter as the laudanum I’d taken the night before.


I sat at the table with them and took a sip and found, to my relief, it was far milder than the stuff Mister Illari made. With two lumps of sugar and a huge dollop of cream, it was actually rather nice. Cyan watched me and Drystan closely. I suspected she was as sharp as Maske and would miss nothing.


A scrawny calico cat with a torn ear sauntered into the kitchen and yowled insistently.


“Hey, hey, Ricket,” Maske said, getting up and taking a plate of meat scraps from the chiller. He patted the top of the cat’s head. “Where have you been hiding?”


“You still have her?” Drystan said, his features slackening in surprise.


“Of course. Can’t get rid of the damn thing,” Maske said, pitching his voice louder over Ricket’s caterwauling, though his tone was fond.


“I know, you’ve never been fed in your whole life, you poor, pitiful creature,” he taunted gently.


“I rescued Ricket when she was a kitten,” Drystan explained to me.


The cat scarfed the food, purring like an engine. Maske fetched bread from where it toasted over the stove and Cyan sliced up apples and oranges. I spread a generous smear of butter on the toast and took a bite, stifling a groan. It’d been nearly a day since I’d last eaten properly, and I was starved.


Once Ricket finished her meal, Drystan held out his hand, and she came up to sniff him before headbutting vigorously. Drystan’s face broke into the first smile I’d seen since we left the circus as he gathered the cat in his arms.


“Look, she remembers me.”


“Wasn’t sure she’d forgive you for leaving,” Maske said, and I couldn’t read his tone.


I took another bite of toast. I realized, if we stayed here, how strange it’d be to live in a building again. To not find granules of sand in each seam of my clothing or in my food, to have stone walls between me and the outside elements instead of the thin wood of a cart or the canvas of a tent. I was no longer surrounded by dozens of people and the constant cries of seagulls. At the same time, the relative quiet was unnerving. It was a domestic scene, except that the magician and his assistant were strangers and we were fugitives wanted for murder.


“How long have you been in Maske’s employ, Cyan?” I asked, hoping the question sounded casual.


“A few months,” she said. “He’s taught me loads already. Says I might even be able to start running séances solo, soon enough.”


“So the tapping last night? That was you?”


She gave an enigmatic smile.


“What brought you to the Kymri Theatre?” I asked.


She cut her eyes at me. “You’re not being terribly subtle in your questioning, Micah.”


“Just curious, is all,” I said, trying to look innocent.


“Don’t worry, I’m on the run, too,” she said. “So your secret’s safe with me.”


I choked on my coffee and Drystan stiffened. Maske chuckled.


“What do you mean?” I demanded.


“All in good time,” Cyan said. “Let’s get to know each other a little, first, shall we, before we spill all our secrets?”


Secrets. Always so many secrets, I feared I’d drown in them.


I’d never been good at patience. Maske had mentioned the name Taliesin. I knew he ran the Spectre Shows. Cyril and I had even seen him, once, in Imachara last year. He’d been dressed in a suit, but his two grandsons had performed most of the illusions. My brother and I had tried to recreate some of the card tricks for weeks, but we’d never figured them out. The larger illusions had seemed like proper magic.


A coal popped in the fire, startling me from my thoughts.


Maske had agreed to take us in last night, but, judging by the state of the theatre, he didn’t exactly have the means to support us out of charity. I wasn’t sure how he managed to keep this place running with only money from séances. He needed a steady stream of ticket sales.


“Drystan mentioned that you’re never meant to perform magic again,” I said to Maske. “Because of the duel with Taliesin?”


His mouth thinned. “Those were indeed the terms of our arrangement. He accused me of cheating, and I challenged him to a duel to prove I didn’t. In addition to being banned from the stage, I wagered something else just as important to me, and I lost that, too. I only barely managed to keep hold of this theatre, and the ability to hold séances, but that was all.”


“Could you challenge him to another duel?”


Maske studied me, and I felt both Drystan and Cyan’s mirrored stares. Slowly, he shook his head. “Taliesin would never agree to it.”


“What would happen if you trained someone else to perform?” An undoubtedly foolhardy idea had sparked in my skull, and I couldn’t shake it.


“That was not mentioned explicitly in the arrangement, no,” Maske said, slowly. “I suspect it was an accidental loophole on Taliesin’s end. I’ve even taken on a student or two in the past, but none proved suitable enough, so I sent them on their way.”


“You haven’t taught me any stage magic,” Cyan said, indignant.


He looked at her in surprise. “Would you want me to?”


“Of course I would!”


“I heard Taliesin has fallen on hard times,” Drystan said. “His twin grandsons perform for him now, but word is they’re not as good.”


Maske narrowed his eyes at Drystan, but he didn’t look surprised.


“If there was some way to disguise us, could you teach us three?” I pounced on his interest. “Challenge Taliesin to a new duel through us, as the spirits showed me, and you could even regain what you lost.”


A few expressions flitted across Maske’s face. He was considering it, at least.


“What did you lose, exactly?” I pressed.


“The very thing that could help us win, I’m afraid,” he said, shaking his head. “Even if I taught you, Taliesin still has it, and I don’t. We couldn’t hope to win a rematch without it.”


His words momentarily stumped me. I knew this whole plan was, in many ways, dangerous. We were fugitives. The Policiers were after us. The Shadow and the Royal Physician who had hired him were likely on our trail. Being so public was not remotely in our current best interests.


At the same time, the Policiers and the Shadow wouldn’t expect us to be so bold. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this would work, and that this was what we were meant to be doing. I didn’t know how, but it was tied into the larger destiny Anisa kept telling me I was tangled up in. Perhaps the spirits had shown me a truth last night.


Now that I’d had a taste of the stage, I wasn’t ready to give it up, despite the dangers. I’d only met Maske last night, and even I could tell how much the magician missed performing.


“Train us anyway,” I said. “What’s the harm?”


“I’m not sure you could be taught—” he started.


Drystan laughed— a short, sharp sound. “Oh, come on, Maske. You taught me plenty, back in the day. I remember it all. And I’m sure you’d find Micah a quick study. He learned the trapeze in a matter of months, rather than years.”


“It’s a way to make some coin along the way, too,” I added. “We’d have to earn our keep.”


Maske peered at me, and I could almost hear the cogs in his head turning as he considered our proposal.


“I don’t know.” He stared at his coffee cup again.


“I know you, Maske,” Drystan said. “You’ll have been tinkering in your workshop all these years. I bet you’ll have dreamed up all sorts of marvelous things.”


“We could help bring them to life for you,” I added. “The potential reward seems worth the risk, doesn’t it?”


Drystan held Ricket in his arms. This was the most alert I’d seen him since the night the circus fell apart. The lure of the stage was a rush.


Maske rubbed his chin.


“Come on,” Drystan pushed. “You’ve hidden away and licked your wounds long enough. Busking street magic will pay more than most other jobs we could get. We can’t exactly get up to our old tricks. You still have your Glamours, right? We can use those when we’re out of the house, and no one will be any the wiser.”


I raised my eyebrows, especially when Maske nodded. What were their old tricks? And how in the world did he have Glamours? The Vestige artefacts that could help change your appearance were rare, skirting on illegal.


“I’m in,” Cyan said. “I think I’d make an excellent magician or magician’s assistant, myself.” She batted her eyelashes. “Come on. Saw me in half. Make me disappear. It’ll be a laugh. And Micah’s right. We’re always keen for more coin.”


Maske stood and took our coffee cups to the sink, washing them as he faced the overcast sky through the window. Several orange and red leaves danced on the whistling wind outside. I wished I could read his thoughts.


Drystan met my gaze. This was the direction we needed. A purpose and a goal to focus on instead of everything we’d lost, a way to make ourselves useful enough that Maske would keep sheltering us, and maybe even a step towards whatever bit of fate Anisa kept dangling in front of me.


The old magician paused, pensive. “Well. Neither of you are in any fit physical state to learn anything just yet, anyway. But I’ll think on it. We will need to figure out something, money-wise.”


I felt a rush of triumph.


Cyan clapped her hands.


“I’m going out for supplies,” Maske said. “Cyan, come along with me. I’d appreciate it if, while I am away, neither of you snooped behind closed doors. There are dangerous things in my workshop, and other possessions that are for my eyes alone.”


Maske held his gaze with ours, unblinking, and I was reminded of the man from the séance who spoke in three tones at once. What had been a growing sense of comfort around him dissipated, leaving a thick lump of misgiving in my stomach.


Of course, that only made me wonder what else he was hiding.
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After Maske and Cyan left, I ate another two pieces of toast. My breakfast for the past several months had been porridge and a fried or boiled egg, and fresh bread was novel. My second cup of milky coffee was a mistake, though, for I couldn’t sit still.


“Come on,” Drystan said. “Let’s go to the roof. It has some of the best views of the city.” He gave me an echo of his old smile. We trudged up the dusty wooden steps. I paused at a landing, staring down a murky hallway of closed doors. Which one was Maske’s workshop?


Drystan laid a hand on my shoulder, silently urging me on. On the landing opposite the door to our loft, we clambered onto the wrought-iron balcony, then the alarmingly delicate metal steps to the flat expanse of the theatre’s roof.


Drystan hadn’t lied about the view. The theatre was taller than the surrounding tenements, with high enough walls around the edges to give us privacy from any prying eyes. In the parks below, the leaves were turning to fire, the grass dulling. The day was warm, but with a chill on the wind that promised true autumn and rain, tinged with the sharp scent of chimney smoke. The wind whipped our hair as we stared over the vast expanse of Imachara, Elada’s capital and former seat of the Empire of the Archipelago.


The grey-tinged clouds cast shadows over the city’s swirling streets. Buildings and blue Penglass domes jutted toward the clouds. Some of the tenements below us had laundry hung between the wynds to dry. Flowers were bright spots in the window boxes, a few still clinging to life before winter took them.


I could see the twin spires of the Celestial Cathedral, one made of white marble and topped with gold to represent the Lord of the Sun and the other of dark marble topped with silver alloy to represent the Lady of the Moon. Shorter, rounder Penglass dotted the city like drops of blue ink, their surfaces pristine.


I was grateful that the theatre didn’t have a clear view of the beach. How much of the circus had burned? Where were the people I’d spent the last few months with? Juliet, Tauro, and Violet had set off in search of other Chimaera. They’d invited me, but I’d elected to stay with Drystan. But what would become of Bethany, the Bearded Woman, Poussin, the Chicken Man, or Mrs. Lemon, the Four-Legged Woman? There was the strongman, Karg, and the dwarf, Miltin. The dancers. The contortionists. The grunts and barkers. I worried even for the clowns who had hazed me so badly. I hoped they’d all found other work. How many of them hated us for what we’d done to the Circus of Magic?


Drystan lay down on the sun-warmed roof slates, holding a hand to shade his eyes, gazing up at the clouds. Carefully, I joined him.


After a few minutes, I turned on my side. I couldn’t stop the hole of grief that opened up, and I bit down on a keening wail. I’d done well to keep the tears back, but they’d finally come, and nothing would stop them.


Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Drystan’s shoulders hitch, too. Last night, we’d clung to each other, but there in the light of day, we were each in our own bubbles of misery.


Eventually, the autumn sun dried my tears, though the pain felt no less. I lay on my front, avoiding Drystan’s gaze, the sun warming my back.


“So, we’re staying,” I said when I trusted my voice enough to speak.


His eyes flicked over to me, his skin blotchy from crying. I looked away.


“Yes.” His voice was thick. “So it seems.”


“What happened during this old duel with Taliesin?” I asked.


“It’s his story to tell,” Drystan said.


“I can’t help but be curious, and I don’t think he’ll open up to me anytime soon. Can’t you share anything?” If I was staying with Jasper Maske, I needed all the information I could get.


He half-smiled, wiping at his face with the back of his hand. “All right. Neither side is blameless in this story. Maske and Taliesin used to be fast friends and partners— together, they truly were the best magicians in Elada, and their performances were legendary. And then, one day, they became bitter enemies.”


“Why?”


“Well. Taliesin took credit for one of Maske’s illusions. In revenge, the good magician slept with Taliesin’s fiancée.”


“Ah.”


“’Course, it’s more complicated than that. Taliesin was by all accounts terrible to Nessa, but even so, I know Maske regrets what he did. He used to be very impulsive, very proud. He’s different to how he was back then. They say your personality changes several times over as you age. You at eighteen will not be like you when you’re thirty-six.”


“I suppose,” I sighed, looking up at the clouds. I wondered what I’d be like when I was in my thirties, having lived half my life again. It seemed so far away. I wonder how I’d age as time settled into my features, or when my hair would streak with grey like Maske’s.


“What happened next?” I asked.


“Taliesin accused Maske of cheating. You see, you’re not ever meant to use Vestige in stage magic. It’s considered the mark of a charlatan. Maske, at the height of his wealth, amassed a good collection of artefacts mostly for his own interest. Rumor has it, though, that Maske had a piece of Vestige that helped him create the tricks. He’d dream his illusions up, sure enough, but the artefact would somehow help him engineer it. The end result, though, technically had no Vestige. So, you tell me: is it cheating?”


I shook my head. “I’ve no idea. Flirting with it, certainly.”


Drystan inclined his head. “Aye. And he probably wouldn’t be the first or the last to bend the rules a little. It’s not like Taliesin was prone to playing fair. Taliesin goaded Maske into offering up his Vestige as part of the wager of the duel. So not only did Maske fail, he also lost something very dear to him. He’s still dreaming up all sorts of illusions, I’m sure, but I suspect he can’t figure out quite how to make most of them work.”


Drystan shifted. “He hasn’t told me most of this, mind, but I put it together when I lived with him. He misses performing, desperately, and he hates— he hates— that Taliesin has that artefact of his. He clearly has some of his collection, since we’ve seen the Augur and he’s mentioned his Glamours, but he’s probably been slowly pawning them off over the years to get by, so I dunno how much he has left.”


“If we do manage to learn magic well enough and Maske challenges him to a rematch, would Taliesin put that Vestige back on offer?”


He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why are you so very desperate to perform magic? It’d be a damn sight safer to work at some shop and keep our heads down.”


“Would you really be content with that? Living day to day with no audience? The spirits showed me a vision of us performing.” I skirted around Anisa and fate. At some point, I’d tell him, but not just yet.


He pillowed his head on his arm. “I won’t pretend I’d be happy working in some shop, no. But to answer your earlier question: I have no idea if Taliesin would be foolish enough to wager that bit of Vestige again. Whatever it is, it’s clearly something special. And expensive. I suspect this place isn’t cheap to keep going, and Maske needs coin more than he lets on.”


I couldn’t think of anything in the Museum of Mechanical Antiquities that could do something like that, aside from maybe the clockwork woman. I wished I could ask Anisa, but she was dormant.


“What did you do, when you worked with him before?”


He leaned closer, one corner of his mouth quirking. “Who do you think taught me to count cards?”


I blinked. I should have put that together.


“Does he still do it?” It’d likely pay more than séances.


His gaze shuttered. “No.” There was another story there, but I wouldn’t get it today.


Drystan and I stayed on the roof awhile longer, watching the shifting colors of the sunset. When I started shivering, Drystan led me back inside.
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