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This one is for the children masquerading as adults


who recognize the names of these towns,


the warmth of this family,


and the shadows of these villains.


And to J.


This is a love story.









. . . the misfits, the rebels, the dreamers, the joyous . . . find your way to the circus.


—Advertisement bill for Windy Van Hooten’s


Circus of the Fantasticals, dated April 1926
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THE RINGMASTER, 1926


The Spark circus rolled into town on a Tuesday, early in the morning. The well-worn train snuck onto the tracks right outside of town as the birds woke and the dawn broke through the sleepy shadows of trees cloaked in an early mist.


Train spotters didn’t notice the train’s approach until it was nearly upon them, appearing in a blink and charging into town, the cars red and gold and blue with a name written along the side: WINDY VAN HOOTEN’S CIRCUS OF THE FANTASTICALS. The last two cars were purple and gold with flowers painted on their thick, sturdy wood sides, the windows laced with red curtains.


Today, here in Des Moines, there had been tracks for the train to appear on. On other days, in other towns, the train simply arrived in the middle of a field, with not a railyard around for miles. Like magic.


But no, it was Sparks.


The Circus of the Fantasticals worked on up-front deposits, meticulous yet flexible planning, and well-placed advertisements, like all circuses; but something more than a seasonal schedule also drove this particular train. The Spark Circus always arrived at the right place at the right time, even if it was just for one person who needed to see their show that night.


In a decade when the past was a nightmare and the future was a dream, the present was an unknown sort of way station where everyone seemed a little lost. Some would recall their visit to the Circus of the Fantasticals vividly as a pivot in their lives; others would simply be inspired to do better or think differently, with no catalyst they could quite put their finger on but would likely trace back to that one time they went to see the circus.


Today, June 8, 1926, was Des Moines, Iowa’s turn.


By the time the city awoke, the circus was set up in their rented plot near the tracks. Some townsfolk skipped work and most children ran from chores to watch on the plot’s outskirts while the Sparks emerged from the train cars to put up the Big Top and make the midway appear. One Spark changed into an animal, another multiplied themself to get things done faster, while another lifted wagons above their head. The townsfolk might have been slightly afraid, but as the day got older and the posters went up all over town, as they watched with growing fascination, they realized this might be their only chance to see something extraordinary, and so they went to the circus.


The midway held the youth of smoky July evenings and the feeling of a young body rushing down a very steep hill. Something in the electric string lights hanging above, the musical chime of carnival games and candy carts, brought back a safe home that everyone seemed to remember but had never been able to find. Until tonight.


There was a squeal and a small stampede of children dragging their mothers to follow them up a little wooden bridge. The bridge led to the sideshow, which was for everyone, not just gentlemen. And it wasn’t a cheap exploitation. It may have only been made of plyboard and luminescent paint, but it still held something exciting in the way it invited the audience to run through it, to explore in their own way. Halfway through, giggling children bounced on a rubber bridge with just enough give, and their parents stood in awe inside a tunnel that looked like it spun through outer space. It was technology carved and moved by wooden gears, like something out of Georges Méliès’s dreams.


But the Big Top itself—the archetypal main event—was admittedly nothing special. In fact, it looked more beaten down than other passing circuses the townspeople had seen before. The tent was tattered red-and-white canvas and muslin, thriftily yet expertly sewn together. The audience seats were only benches on bleachers set in a circle outside rings of flimsy painted sawdust curbs with areas on the ground level for those who would have trouble climbing up the rickety steps. The floor was dust that was easy to traverse but still coated boots and wheels and nice Sunday shoes all the same. The lights were too sharp, too few, and seemed mostly to spotlight just how dirty and ramshackle the inside of this Big Top was. It seemed to resemble a barn more than a theater, held together by spit and glue rather than nails.


But that was just the preshow.


When the tent went to blackout, when the audience hushed and the spotlight clicked on, there, in the halo of illumination, stood the Ringmaster.


Commanding in a bright red velvet coat, the Ringmaster looked out to the audience from the center of a large ring. Middle-aged and looking every bit a lioness, the Ringmaster had a wild mane of golden-brown hair that frizzed in the heat, didn’t dry fast enough in the cold, and was somehow always getting in her white face, which was either sunburned with a thousand freckles or as pale as a ghost in winter. She had black eyes, unheard of, that either glimmered with possibility or dulled with the density of a black hole. Some thought she was beautiful, some thought she was brash, but it was undeniable that she would take them on an adventure.


When she smiled, it seemed to the crowd like she was looking at the world for the first time. As if she had just caught her first glimpse of them, saw the brilliance of their hearts, and had known what great things they’d already done and would do. The smile was a genuine embrace, the first bright thing in this dark, dusty place.


“Welcome,” she said, to every single person in the audience. “Welcome home.”


The Ringmaster had run this show from spring to fall for the last six years. Its rhythms shifted slightly from season to season, making room for new Spark performers as their family grew, as their tent got more threadbare, and as she learned more and more what she was doing. She had to remember that, didn’t she? That she knew what she was doing.


She fixed the cuffs of her jacket and gave a small bow to the audience, her top hat appearing in her hand. The audience sounded with a small wave of surprise, and her smile grew. “We are honored to be with you for this precious hour.” To the side, the Ringmaster saw the interpreter repeat her words in sign language. It looked like a confident dance. “Before this, we may have been strangers. After this, we may never see one another again. But what happens tonight, we will hold together in our memory. And so we are family. The acts you will see may seem out of the limits of this world. But I assure you, this circus is as real as you and me. When we dream for something to be beautiful, it can be. When we wish for the impossible, the impossible can find us. If we just want it loud enough.”


That was Mr. Calliope’s cue. He was a man made of pipes and strings, and now he smashed down on his brass bones, creating wind that rang out in chords and cadences. The sound enveloped the audience in a well-timed crescendo as the spec parade made its way from the wings and into the hippodrome, dancing in time with the music.


Kell swooped above on his wings.


Tina, a menagerie all by herself, transformed from one animal to another.


The fire-breathing archer, the tumblers that floated in the air, the clowns that grew and shrank, all of it a dream.


All of it heaving, flying, singing, pounding with the cheers of the audience. The Ringmaster couldn’t see their faces beyond the spotlight, but she could feel the energy radiating onto the arena’s stage.


It felt like wonder.


The Ringmaster raised her arms, as if wrapping them around the audience. “Tonight, we celebrate us! We celebrate you! And what we can do together!”


Above, on cue, flew Odette, the blond-bobbed trapeze swinger who looked like an ivory doll. From the platform beside Odette came Mauve, her deep umber skin draped in purple silks, singing with a voice as smooth as a maestro playing her violin. She hit each note then glided to the next as Odette soared on silks.


The Ringmaster loved seeing Odette joyful. The trapeze swinger wore happiness like she wore her sequins, bright and shining and refracting light off her curves like she herself was a star bursting to connect with the dark world around them. Odette had a kind and hopeful soul. And the Ringmaster was lucky enough to hold her heart.


The Ringmaster ran to where Odette would soon descend. She took the bottom of the silk and swung it in a circle as Odette danced high above. The spotlight cut through the dust, illuminating them both, their dislodged locks of hair like golden crowns.


The Ringmaster held the silk steady while Odette flew in circles. The spec parade faded away, back offstage, while Mauve still sang above. The Ringmaster knew the others were getting ready for their next cue. This was Odette’s moment.


Here, in the shadow of Odette’s love, lived the life the Ringmaster had never been promised. As she held tight to the silk, the Ringmaster imagined herself looking back down a mountain to see how far she’d come. When she had started climbing, she couldn’t have imagined this view. And she didn’t know when she’d gotten here, when she’d grown up and solidified a kindness around her. She didn’t yell anymore. She didn’t wake up with the world feeling like cardboard scraping against a concrete sidewalk.


In most Midwestern towns, you’d find a broken street full of potholes and dried up weeds. A street with no shade, hot and stagnant, like a boring Sunday afternoon before a stressful Monday. The feeling of not enough water and being too far away to find any. That used to be how the Ringmaster’s life felt: a scratchy vest made of Sunday afternoons.


But now she had learned to take joy for granted.


Odette slipped down the silk, lowering herself slowly, almost sensuously, into the Ringmaster’s waiting arms.


“You’re doing wonderfully, Rin,” Odette whispered.


Rin was the name used by those who knew her best, and her wife knew her better than G-d.


Rin held Odette’s firm hips, her fingers feeling the rough sequin hems. Odette smiled, sweat beading down her rosy cheeks, and gave a breathy laugh as the audience swelled in cheers. Rin had nearly forgotten there was anyone else in this tent.


“Amazing job,” Rin whispered.


“Love you,” Odette said, squeezing her hand before bouncing away and waving emphatically at the audience. She bowed. And Rin felt a hook cut into her gut. If Rin had been a boy, or if Odette had been a boy, they could have kissed in front of these people. In fact, the crowd would have positively swooned for the two of them. Roaring into whistles and croons as they’d have held each other closer.


But even with all the love threaded between them, Rin reminded herself that she couldn’t hold Odette for too long in the spotlight.


The audience was enchanted by them—their magic, their differentness. But a kiss would break the spell, and the audience would realize the magic was no show. This was real. And it was all right to be different, until it wasn’t.


The same people who cheered for the Sparks in the Big Top could send them to the sanitariums, where all the bright yellow wagons ended up. The same people in the audience who felt warmth in these lights could go home, realize they had previously been taught that these circus Sparks weren’t special, they were freaks. And if the freaks weren’t gone by the next morning, there may be a mob.


Rin knew there was a line to toe.


But that didn’t mean she couldn’t smile. So she did. They had made a home here in their circus, despite the world that did not want them to find a home.


But it was about to all get torn away.


As she smiled, as she looked out into the audience, Rin felt a piercing, cold stare among the many eyes watching her from beyond the spotlight. Like ice running down her back. It was unnerving, how quick the fear rolled back into her heart. How easily the past tore into the present.


Rin could only make out faces for a moment as the spotlight ran from her to Mauve, whose set was now beginning. She saw the usual crowd, families with children, young people on dates. Old women staring at the beauty with awe and old men trying not to cry. But there was someone else in there, someone who stood at attention, staring right at her.


A familiar dark brow. Sharp, angry eyes. A dangerous man. The Circus King.


Something in Rin seized. She waited, as the spotlight passed and shadow fell. But when the bright beam swooped once more across that section, he was gone.


He wasn’t here. She was allowing him to infiltrate places he would never be. It was a phantom, a trick of the light. It wasn’t real.


I’ll find you. I’ll find you, and I’ll ruin you.


The show carried on.


She couldn’t let his memory scare her any longer. He would not turn this into his. He was not a part of this life. She had made a new place for herself, far from him and anything he’d ever seen. This was her story. This was her circus, full of bright colored lights like rainbows, sequined costumes that reflected like prisms, and beautiful horses that could shift into beautiful women who could fly as high in the air as a dove.


This was her home.
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As the show ended, the Sparks froze and held their final position while Mr. Calliope struck a final triumphant chord. Right on cue, three copies of Maynard shut off all the lights (the spots, the board, and that one pesky ellipsoidal that wouldn’t cooperate with the board). The performers on the floor had fifteen seconds of applause and blackout to vamoose, so they rushed out, disappearing as quickly as they had stormed onto the scene.


When the lights came back up, Rin watched as the crowd dispersed and stopped to poke at the props and set pieces, trying to spot any tricks up the circus’s sleeves. Some circuses didn’t allow audience members on the main floor after the show, but it was part of Rin’s nightly ritual; to watch from the wings as the audience spilled onto the floor like the end of a baseball game, intoxicated and invigorated by what they’d just witnessed. Real magic was a strong drink to take in.


But tonight, there was a young woman who didn’t look at the set. She stared right past the ring, past the hippodrome, and her eyes connected with Rin, who stood to the side.


The girl was dressed in an ill-fitting red smock. Her eyes were so empty, she could have been a doll. The smock she wore was not hers; it was Rin’s. Rin had left it behind long ago, and now here it was, resurrected and worn like an omen. A threat.


Something deep in Rin told her to turn away, to run. If she acknowledged this woman, her worlds would collide. The façade would end.


Which was why she had to step forward.


“Hello?” Rin said. “Are you all right?”


The girl smiled, like a marionette with too many strings pulling at her cheeks, at the corners of her eyes, to make her face look like . . . his.


“There you are,” the girl whispered.


It was all real.


The Ringmaster waited for the girl to take out a knife. To attack her. To hurt herself. To do something angry and unpredictable. To explode in a rage.


But she didn’t. The girl only turned and walked away.


Before Rin could react, to call out or move to follow, the girl had disappeared into the crowd.


“Wait.” Rin heard her own voice as if from far away. “Wait . . .”


It would have been easier if the girl had stabbed at her, or struck her with a fist, or something. Rin remembered the familiarity of him standing above her, saying nothing. He’d smile at her, soaking in her fear, as she waited for him to move, to speak. But he’d never had to do anything; he’d always known she was his. And he would make her rot.


She couldn’t breathe. She stumbled back, and Odette grabbed her as she started to fall.


“Rin, darling, what is it? What’s wrong?”


Rin shook her head, looking frantically at the faces in the crowd. He was here. He was here, in her home. He had been at her circus.


“He knows I’m alive,” she said.
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EDWARD, 1916


No one knows why the Spark came. But it came during the war.


Edward actually saw the beginning of the Sparks, because Edward was seventeen years old and stuck in the thick of the war on the Western Front. He didn’t know that’s what he saw, because he didn’t know anything about Sparks. He’d thought he’d known a lot about war before he left London for these trenches. But he had not.


He thought glory waited. He thought he’d be a hero. He’d sat in his stepfather’s house, speckled with bruises on all the places that could be hidden, and looked out onto the streets full of proud marching boys ready to fight. He thought to himself that it looked like freedom. It looked like power.


They’d told him to go dig up the ground and sit in it, and glory would come.


They’d lied.


Edward had learned men with power created terror; they didn’t drown in it. The ground wasn’t supposed to be dug up. Boys weren’t supposed to be thrown into these holes, waiting to be buried. He stood in a deep, deep trench, not yet dead but cut off from any life he recognized. The fields were silent, until they weren’t. Somewhere beyond sight, but creeping closer, he heard the whistling thunderstorm of mortars and machine guns.


He couldn’t breathe. He could barely swallow back vomit from the musty smell in the muddy air: a smell of men’s blood and sweat, of earth opened and bombed, and of dead rats’ flesh melting onto their bones. Gunpowder, tobacco, and piss. Planes above. Shite below.


Somewhere down the trench, Edward heard two boys laughing about a poker game. Or more specifically, they were laughing about him.


It seemed he didn’t fit in here. Or anywhere. The first day, on the platform at King’s Cross, the rest of them had someone to say goodbye to. Edward had stood alone. And when they stepped onto the train to pull out for their lie of an adventure, he found no one to say hello to. They had all paired up, old school chums or new mates who had seemingly learned from the same book how to speak and move. Edward felt like an alien, a thousand steps away and invisible.


If only he were still invisible. Now, the other boys knew he was weak, quick to anger, and even quicker to cry.


So it is understandable that all of this weighed heavier on his mind than what was happening . . . as some boy in a mask dug up a new part of the trench and hit something that sparked like a flint hitting a rock. Something small and soft (or was it small and sharp?) glinted like a flash of lightning. Then, as if it was the speck of a ghost rising from an uncovered grave, the light traveled upward and into the air of the world.


This was the Spark. Not that Edward knew that. No one knew that.


“Oi! Eddie!” one of the boys shouted. “Wallace whipped you hard yesterday, did he?”


Edward managed to breathe in and turn from the shoveling. “Don’t call me Eddie.”


“Oh ho hohhh!” they laughed.


Just wait until they were all back home, he’d make them pay for—


The earth exploded.


The whistle came before the fall. Then boom. Screams. The end of the world.


He heard a crack in his ear. He felt a surge in his body, up through his toes from the earth and into his heart and out his fingertips. The earth flew to the sky, and many things broke that could not be mended.


“GAS!” someone screamed.


Edward fell in the mud. He couldn’t feel anything. He checked his limbs. What had happened? His body was intact. He could move. Don’t think of the danger, think of the next thing that must be done.


But then he saw the canister. It looked like a giant baby’s rattle, and it bounced into the trench, thumping against the mud. It thunked into a thick puddle, and smoke hissed out like a serpent. A yellow ghost, come to collect souls. The boys shot upward into the fight, then fell down to the mud, crying and howling, the smoke curling around them, possessing them. They flailed. They were dying. The smoke split them from the inside, a horrific chemical destruction.


Edward screamed, scrambling to his numb feet. Bloody water splashed into his face. He needed his mask. He grabbed it as the gas cloud slithered closer, an apocalyptic avalanche. But when he put the mask over his head, he couldn’t feel the suffocating, the foggy eyeglass . . . the hose.


He checked the hose.


It was torn.


“My mask!” he screamed, throwing his mask off and seeing the world again. He ran. “God dammit my mask! Give me a mask!”


And in a selfless act Edward didn’t have time to comprehend, a boy named Nathan handed him his own mask and respirator.


Edward grabbed it and pulled it on as he started to run from the gathering smoke. Bullets and bodies erupted.


More men scattered, running upward to a fight rather than sitting down here and having their lungs filled with acid and water. But then those men shattered. Like a butcher shop had exploded.


The tanks drew closer. The thick smoke curled with German shouts and British twangs begging and beautiful French words out of place and gasping and dying and a girl in a blue dress standing in the middle of it all, wide-eyed and . . .


Wait.


Edward blinked hard from under his mask. He must be hallucinating.


No. There she was, a girl in a blue dress, her hair in braids, white cheeks, and big eyes staring right at him. Her boots stood ankle-deep in the mud, and she seemed entranced . . . or in shock.


“Aide-moi!” he screamed through his mask. But she didn’t say anything. Not French? “How’d you get here?!” He collapsed, screaming, drenched in sweat and fear. “Don’t just stand there! Help me! Get out! Do something!”


When she heard him, all hesitation or fear vanished from her eyes. The girl shot toward him with the determination of a trained medic. She held out her hand. She touched his shoulder.


Everything disappeared.


A pop, a light.
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Edward stood on white sand, the sun setting before him and the girl. The waves crashed in a soothing rhythm on his mud-caked boots. Palm trees swayed above. A jungle crawled over steep mountains behind the girl’s head. Up at the top of those mountains, Edward saw waterfalls cascading down into the air, and then dissipating. Like a city of clouds.


Edward’s knees buckled, and he collapsed.


“I’m dead,” he muttered through the mask.


The girl knelt down beside him. She took his mask off. He held his breath, but then realized how stupid that was. She was alive and breathing, and this wasn’t France. It couldn’t be France.


“What the fuck is going on!” He tried to scramble away from her, but his limbs failed him. He sat there, in the sand, shaking and crying. “Where are we?”


The girl studied his face. She also shook, but her voice was steady. “Where were we?” she said. Her accent. It wasn’t British. It wasn’t French.


“You’re an American,” he said weakly. “How—”


“Was that war?” she asked.


“Yes,” he said.


Her eyes widened. “I . . . was wondering why I all of a sudden felt different . . . like I’d gone down a hill on a fast bike, but I was just sitting at home. Then . . . I wasn’t at home anymore. What happened?”


“What happened? You’re asking me what happened?” Edward said, exasperated. “What the hell did you do?”


She shook her head, violently, and he realized she was as scared as he was. “I don’t know. I was only thinking of somewhere quieter than where we were, just now. I’ve always wanted to come here.”


“So this is a real place?”


“It’s an island in Polynesia,” she said.


“We’re—did you say—in Polynesia?” he gasped, his throat scratchy. “You’re a steamboat now, are you?”


“No, no, I . . . I don’t know what . . . happened . . . I’ve never done this . . . I’ve never heard of anyone doing this . . .” Her eyes slowly fluttered away from the fantastical beach, and sank with worry. “I don’t know what to do. My mother . . . I have to get back to her.”


“Where’s your mother?”


She looked up at a palm tree. Her lip trembled. “New York,” she said, exasperated.


They sat on the beach a while longer. None of this made sense. Maybe he was dead. Maybe they were both dead. But it didn’t seem likely. He still had his muddy boots on. Surely in the afterlife, your boots were at least clean.


“My name is Edward,” he said.


“My name is Ruth,” she said quietly.


“How old are you?”


“Almost sixteen.”


“I’m seventeen,” he said. “You’re a young fifteen.”


“You’re an old seventeen.”


Then silence again, as the ocean came in and out. The tide rose. No one came to collect them. They were alone. He watched the sunset, and after a while, he realized she was watching it, too.


“You chose me,” he finally said as her face danced in the purples and oranges of an ending. “Why did you take me with you?”


She shook her head, in disbelief. But she looked so genuine as she said, “It felt like you needed me to save you.” She bit her lip. “This place probably belongs to someone. We need to leave. We should go back to France. We should try to save the others.”


They could. But something choked him hard, inside. He knew if he went back, he would freeze. He would disappear. And if the gas got him or the tanks got him, he would die.


He took her hand. “No, please,” he said. “No, forget about saving the other boys. We can’t go back. It’s too dangerous. Take us to New York.”


She looked at him. She had such a sweet face. She understood his fear. She didn’t say anything, but she clenched her thin fingers around his. She closed her eyes. He closed his. He took a deep breath in as he felt the sun slip away. The wind brushed his hair.


Then the beach was empty.
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THE RINGMASTER, 1926


The war had been over for many years. Grief had blended into everyday life. So the circuses had returned.


And with those circuses, the Ringmaster had come to be.


She needed to remember this, as she sat in the dark of her caboose, waiting for Odette and Mauve. She needed to remember things were different than they’d been when she’d last seen him. Years had passed. She had grown more than her fair share.


She looked at the space between her bed and the wall. She shouldn’t reach down there to what she’d hidden. She didn’t need to; she was strong enough without it. But why did she have to be?


She pulled the small flask out of its hiding place. She unscrewed the cap. But something stopped her from putting it to her lips. She’d promised Odette she’d try.


It would be a release, to let it go down into her brain and stop the electric worry. Rin had one foot in dark memories and one foot in fear about what was to come, and she tried to straddle sanity here in the today.


If she took just one swig, just a little bit, she could breathe. It wasn’t the alcohol that called her, but what the alcohol would give her: peace, and the pain she deserved.


But she screwed the cap back on. She stared soberly at the quilt beneath her, her head pressed against the wall behind. Out the window at the landscape moving far away from Des Moines and now magically coming for Omaha from the west. She’d flown them to Kearney, then let the train speed along the tracks like it was a normal train, a real train, nothing to see here.


It would be all right.


She was no longer someone he knew. In fact, she had very much hoped he thought her dead and buried. Eternally out of his reach.


The past belonged to the war, to the man who had orchestrated her story, for a time. But she had reclaimed herself, built up defenses of love and beauty, until she felt not quite new, but restored. Like a piece of old furniture, unbroken and with new purpose.


But reclaimed and rebuilt or not, she would still take her circus and she would run. They’d shouted out a John Robinson, and the aftershow on the midway and in the Big Top abruptly ended in a sense of urgent danger. But everything had gone like clockwork, just like they’d practiced in drills, Rin preparing her crew for something she had never really thought would happen. The performers had hurried the few lingering members of the audience out the door. Maynard multiplied and hastily packed up the tents, the midway, the wagons, the sideshow, and shoved it all onto the fourteen train cars linked to the 4–8–2 Mountain engine. Mr. Weathers, the trainmaster, worked with Francis the Fire Starter and Yvanna to heat up the coals and get the train rushing. Once everyone was on board, the train shot forward into the night. Once the wheels were turning and they’d built momentum, Rin had tapped into her Spark, forced herself to concentrate long enough to stiffly move the whole train from Des Moines to the tracks west of Lincoln, rushing east to Omaha.


Then there was only the waiting. The uncertainty of the dark, black space beyond and ahead. Wide Nebraska sky above, dead black fields around them too far from the train’s light to see.


You think you’re so clever. But I was always the clever one. I know you’re afraid.


She shoved her aged body off the bed, still holding the flask and gritting her teeth as she situated her trick leg to walk. Her stiff fingers fumbled around its black metal skin.


She’d promised Odette she wouldn’t. It had been six years.


Odette and Mauve would be on their way to the caboose, making sure everyone else was comfortable and eating in the pie car since they’d had to vamoose before getting any dinner after the performance. They’d be here any minute, to get to work and plan for Omaha. But Rin felt a thousand years removed from them, and a million miles away.


Mauve and Odette had not known the Circus King. They knew him in name—they had seen his posters, they had heard the stories—but they had never looked him in the eye. Rin had not only known him, but she had loved him.


She felt the weight of the black flask in her palm. Sometimes the Ringmaster thought she was strong, and sometimes she thought she’d be better off disappearing into nothing.


You are nothing.


The girl in Rin’s red smock, her monotone voice whispering in Rin’s ears. There you are.


The Circus King thought she was dead; she had abandoned her name on a grave for him to find. Years ago, in a cemetery in Chicago, she had cauterized the wounds of everything that had come before. As far as the world was concerned, she was dead. She could let go, start over, try again. And although she’d known it might not protect her forever, it had allowed her to sleep at night.


It had worked for a time, but now he knew—he was wrong, and she was very much alive.


“Rin?”


Odette and Mauve stood in the doorway, the vestibule and the dark night behind them. The metal door shut with a loud clang.


Odette spotted the flask. Rin sucked in air. She handed it over. Odette narrowed her eyes.


“I didn’t,” Rin said.


Rin knew Odette believed her. But Odette still walked back outside to the vestibule, and even though Rin couldn’t see her, she knew she was dumping it out onto the passing gravel.


“Rin,” Mauve said again. “Are you ready?”


She had to be ready. One show was done, and they had another show tomorrow night. It was past midnight, which meant they’d get into Omaha soon enough, have a little time to plan and sleep, then they’d get up and start unloading the wagons off the flats. It was usually something full of anticipation and excitement, like a perfect blue-skied day.


Rin looked out the back window, off past the caboose’s end railing, as if she would see him trailing behind them.


“We knew this would happen someday,” Odette said quietly.


“And now it’s happened,” Rin said.


“He doesn’t get to take our joy,” Odette said. “This isn’t his circus. He doesn’t get to scare us.”


“He’s more powerful now,” Rin said.


“Why do you say that?” Odette said.


“Because I’m more powerful,” Rin said, looking at Odette. She tried to believe she looked steadfast in the dark, solid and unafraid. “I’m strong enough, even if it’s just enough to outrun him.”


Odette took Rin’s hand, gloves on. Even after all these years, Rin couldn’t let Odette’s bare hands touch her unless Odette was healing her. Because the only thing separating the Circus King’s Spark from Odette’s was good intentions.


“We’re here, together,” Odette said quietly. “You’re not in this alone.”


That made her feel worse. Because she shouldn’t have dragged anyone else into this.


“If he comes,” Rin said, “I’ll handle him. But you two take the circus and run.”


Mauve stroked Rin’s hair. “If you’re not up for our check-in, we can let it go for tonight. Odette and I can handle it.”


“No,” Rin said. “Let’s do it.”


My little starling, you lie. You are terrified. And I know it. I’m coming.


“Come on,” Rin said.


The three of them sat on the bed, next to one another. Odette, the one who kept them alive and together. And Mauve, the financier and their navigator. Ringmaster, trying her hardest at being some kind of leader.


The last two cars doubled as the owners’ living quarters and offices, and this was where the three of them belonged, here in the private caboose. The train was long: flatbeds for the poles and wagons and canvas, sleeper cars for the performers, even that pie car was put in when there was extra money last spring. They’d made it all quite comfy, their fourteen-car house on wheels.


There on Odette and Rin’s bed, covered in colorful quilts that told a story of their years together, the three of them sat cross-legged, taking deep breaths in and out. Mauve sniffed, clearing out her nose, then stared straight ahead as if a projector had just clicked on behind her eyes. They narrowed like she was searching through an encyclopedia for an entry she needed and couldn’t find.


Her appearance was one of a time traveler; her natural hair was styled in a conglomeration of the current day’s fashion and what she called a “pageboy” from the future. Her finger-curls framed her soft, brown face. Right now Mauve was not smiling, but when she did it was a big smile, with perfect teeth and a contagious laugh. Her cheeks were round and full. She had warm brown eyes, looking out to the world like she’d just gotten here and loved everything she saw. She hadn’t just gotten here; she knew how ugly things could get. But she still kept looking at it like there was something worth watching.


Mauve’s Spark was to see all of time like it was a book in front of her. It was so much for one person to hold. Rin sometimes feared Mauve would get lost, remembering the past, present, and future all at once. But perhaps those who are the most liable to float off are those who take the most precautions to tether themselves.


Odette, on the other hand, walked as if she was made of air, but her body was strong and her spirit was sturdy. Rin had learned over time, Odette wasn’t holding on just for Odette’s sake; she was holding on for Rin, too.


Something deep stirred within Rin; a warmth like a campfire in summer. Odette was beautiful. Even in this scary night, full of danger and darkness, Odette’s presence shimmered. She was someone who would keep trying, someone who wasn’t afraid, someone who knew how to love. She was Rin’s favorite story.


She will leave you. And I will find you.


The cold chill of the love he taught her, replacing the promise of her wife. Rin’s brain wanted to tell her that Odette wasn’t real, the Circus King was real. Odette was too good to be true. The Circus King was too terrible to be a lie.


“Oh,” Mauve said in that voice that swirled New Orleans and the Midwest together. Her childhood, her adulthood. She reached to the side of the bed and grabbed some Cracker Jacks. She stuffed them in her mouth, still staring ahead, as if she were enraptured in a book. “Okay, I see her.”


Every night before a show, Mauve saw someone—“the special guest,” they called them—someone whose life could be changed, if only they could see the right spark of hope or magic. With Mauve’s direction, they would piece together what it was the special guest needed to see, and they would work it into that evening’s show. A week ago, it had been a boy named Henry Dodds. Tonight, it had been a man whom Rin hoped had still gotten what he needed, even with the Circus King coming in to mess with her head.


He’d named himself that: the Circus King. He had midnight-black tents, bloodred advertisements, and a crew and cast with Sparks under his control. Bad things happened when the black tents came to a town. Worse things would happen to Windy Van Hooten’s.


Mauve’s eyes flickered, a film reel flipping to the end of a roll. She shook her head and stared now at Rin. Rin stared back. Mauve wasn’t far away, but there was a world between them. Rin gripped the bed quilt with clammy hands. Whatever Mauve said next, they could handle it. They’d handled everything before. Together.


“It’s dark,” Mauve said, hoarsely. “It’s bad. It covers her—the guest. There’s a dark over her and her brother, and it spans out to us, and further.” Her eyes went back to the film reel only she could see, and despite the Nebraska heat, Rin shivered. Their review sessions had a pattern. Mauve would spot the glowing person in the town, she would list off facts about their life and what they needed, Rin would propose specs—acts—to weave the person’s thread into different directions, Mauve would look to see if that would work, and Odette would say something about how it was getting late. They’d pick a spec, say goodnight, and crash into sleep.


For Henry Dodds last week, Mauve had pointed out he was alone, he was scared, and his brain had difficulties knowing what was real and not real. They had concocted a plan and then executed it. Henry had needed to remember why he had loved life before the trenches of war, so Mauve had sung a song about a mother and a child in her set, and the clowns did an extra five minutes. Then when Henry had approached the Ringmaster after the show, the three women had offered medical help from the next century. But the script was unfolding differently tonight.


“There’s something in the future,” Mauve now said, “and it’s big. It doesn’t just touch one person, but all the people I can see.”


Mauve could not see everything, but she could see the dust that attached to her own thread of life, and that power had grown to enable her to see the dust on the threads of those she loved. Now, she’d honed her Spark to see their audience, anyone she met, or had met, or would meet. This was a crucial skill when it came to the business of their circus.


But now Mauve looked around the room, as if all the dead of the world surrounded her, her eyes getting larger, her mouth gaping. She was afraid. Rin had never seen Mauve so afraid.


The Circus King was pushed from Rin’s mind, only to be replaced by something heavier. Rin had seen the war. She’d seen the plague. She remembered the entire world stopping, going eerily quiet, and even now, years later, when she met a stranger with whom she had nothing else in common, they both held the war and the plague in their hands.


Odette gripped Rin’s hand. Rin flicked a look in her direction. Odette’s eyes were glued to the patterns on the quilt. Her mouth was a firm line. She knew, too. Something was different, something was wrong, something was coming.


“And when,” Mauve said, her steady voice carrying on, “I try to look further, at other special guests, for the rest of the season, just a preliminary list, whatever this is keeps popping up, over and over, from all angles.” Mauve hesitated, and she studied the air like it spoke to her, like she could see a small hole through time. Rin wished she could see it, too. “Then I look at us. I look at this train, all the people sleeping on it, where their threads lead. It all leads to the same place. A terrible dark place.”


“The Circus King?” Rin asked, but Mauve only shook her head.


“I don’t know.”


“We have to go forward to see this dark thing,” Rin said. “We have to know.”


“And why?” Odette said. “There’s no reason to jump anywhere tonight. This dark future can wait until morning at least, I’m sure.”


“I only see it through threads and wisps,” Mauve said. “I agree, if we jump, we can get a clearer picture of what exactly is happening.”


“No,” Odette said, untucking her legs, ready to leave this bed and dispel this dark feeling. “Whatever it is, the circus has weathered the Outside World a thousand times. We’re safe here.”


“We aren’t,” Mauve said. “I think we need to go see what it is, because right now no one looks safe from it.”


Odette looked as if she’d been hooked to the back of a slow-moving accident and couldn’t escape. She met Rin’s eyes, like this was the last time they’d see each other on this side of the carnage. Her entire body was rigid. She clearly didn’t want to go.


And Rin had the sinking feeling that the threat of the Circus King, all-encompassing just minutes before, would be preferable to whatever the next few moments would bring.


Rin looked away from Odette and back to Mauve. Some people, when using their Spark, would get exhausted. But others, like Mauve, were invigorated. And Rin saw that energy in Mauve’s eyes now, like she could stay up all night, like she would stay up for days on end if that was what it took. Mauve wasn’t going to let this go. And that’s why they got along so well, because Rin wasn’t going to let it go, either.


“All right,” Rin said, resolving tonight’s tiebreaker. It was two to one.


So now they would go. Odette the healer, Mauve the seer, and Rin the jumper. Never alone. Always together.


The three of them had always been enough.


This was not the first time they’d jumped, not by a long shot. Over the years, they had jumped to keep the circus safe and to help the people who came to it.


Whenever someone wanted to join the Windy Van Hooten traveling show, Rin would ask, if they could change one thing about their life, would they still want to join the circus? And if there was anything they could do to help that someone, they would do it.


Just one rule to time jumping: no jumping before 1918. The past held a graveyard in Chicago, where Rin had left her name for the Circus King to find. It also held the beginning of the Spark, which they didn’t understand but had all agreed was a gift they wouldn’t jeopardize.


Rin quietly took a bracelet out of her pocket. She pulled the hemp string tight around her wrist. There was a sliver of hand-carved driftwood attached that read not today. She took a deep breath.


The reality they were about to enter was just a rough draft; it was not her home. It was not reality. Not yet. And anything to come could be changed.


They stood there for a moment, and Rin thought they must look like a menagerie of oddities. The Ringmaster with her freckles and her red velvet coat, Odette with her thin sparkling leotard and blond bob and glitter, and Mauve with her favorite shawl and her eyes already searching the map to find where they must disappear to.


The three were a Fibonacci sequence in a Renaissance painting, the coven of hags as the curtain rises on the Scottish play. They were three silly women in a world much bigger than they.


Playing as if you’re important.


Odette rubbed Rin’s hand softly. “It will be okay,” she said quietly.


“Trust us,” Odette had told Rin a long time ago, had told her a year ago, had told her weeks ago, days ago. “Trust yourself.”


But right now, the future waited. And the future was much larger than her, or Odette, or Mauve, or all three stitched together.


Rin’s mind had to be clear. She had to follow the words Mauve whispered as Mauve touched Rin’s shoulder: “To a beach, deep in the years after a night of glass.”


Rin’s vision peered through the shadows and walls, the light and the carpet. She saw time like a tunnel and threads and she tried to follow those threads. Supposedly, the makings of time and fate looked different to each person, and sometimes even the same person would see it differently at different times.


To Mauve it looked like an invisible book settled between breaths of air, where Mauve could search the pages and scan for the moments and images she sought. Sometimes, though, she’d say it was more like a thousand films playing in one cinema, images overlapping incomprehensively. To Rin, it was usually like standing in the midst of music, seeing and hearing the whole orchestra ahead of and behind her. All made of light and colors.


And tonight, through the tunnel her Spark let her open in time, she could see the beach Mauve mentioned. She could see it glowing at the end of a long trail about twenty years out.


Twenty years! Usually anything they worked with was so small, little glimpses of the future. But this felt bigger than anything any of them were used to. She couldn’t show hesitation. She had to stay focused. And as she focused, the tunnel and the light visible at its end turned into a string. It reached out like a rope through time, through the cracks and creases of moments she had not yet known. In her mind, Rin grabbed on to it. And she readied herself to jump.


“Got it,” Rin said.


Mauve and Odette held on to her shoulders. She breathed out. Her body felt charged, so full of life. She jumped, letting go of gravity.


She snapped her head forward. She saw the train disappear. She saw a tunnel of fireworks, moments, the backstage of reality. She gave a shout, a battle cry, but it got caught in the wind as they flew. And they really did fly.


The Ringmaster, Odette, and Mauve soared through time.
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THE RINGMASTER, 1944


Rin furled through narrow streets, wide oceans, deep promises, broken hearts, mornings from nearly seven thousand days to come.


They would land where they were meant to land. Odette and Mauve held tight.


Rin saw the end of the rope ahead, tied to the faraway beach. It rushed at them as if they had fallen out of a plane. With a roar, she shoved her hands forward, her heart forward, her entire body willing them to land on their feet.


The tunnel closed behind them. The magic disappeared.


She gave a crow. “Slick as ice!” she howled, charged and ready. Odette patted her on the back. Mauve laughed, then stumbled in the sand.


“Heels,” she grumbled, throwing off her shoes.


Above was a gray sky, and beside them the ocean roared. But Rin saw something off about the hills; there was a bunker on top. On the beach, there were big X-like blocks everywhere, and barbed wire—


Then everything exploded.


Odette flung her body over both Rin and Mauve.


Gunshots from above, searing thwips shooting into the flying sand.


Rin peered out from under Odette, who held them in a death grip. Men rushed from the ocean, emerging like lost souls that had fallen off Charon’s boat, spewing from the depths, falling, dying, broken, still running. The water drank their bodies and bled out. And the guns relentlessly t-t-t-t-t-t-t-t-ted above her head.


Another explosion. Heat. Heat that curled inside bones and made it feel like they were cracking. A ringing in her ear. Shock. She couldn’t move. The men were falling like flies, crouched behind the X’s, hit and punched through with holes and torn apart like hunted rabbits.


There were no trenches to hide in. There was nothing but full-out war in a wide world.


Was the whole world a battlefield?


Then something hit her leg and she screamed. Mauve gripped Rin’s hand. Rin looked to her, wet sand caking both their faces. Odette still covered them. And then in pain, Rin pulled them both down. She felt them fall through the sand, through air, falling down down down . . .


She saw another thread, leading from this battle back to someone sleeping in their bunk on the train. Rin could see the train below, the beach above, the black space in between, and the threads leading somewhere all tied together and gleaming golden. It was like a dream. But she’d learned a long time ago this was never a dream.


She reached out for the thread of the train. It was thick and gold and tied around her heart, leading out and beyond this place. She grabbed it. She held on to it as she swung them through time and they landed
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somewhere she didn’t recognize.


Rin had followed the train, though. They were supposed to be back on the train. So where the hell was it?


They’d landed straight on their backs, surrounded by darkness, crashing into hard concrete that had been shattered into jagged cracks and edges. Rin heard something snap in Odette’s body. Odette took in a deep breath through her teeth, then closed her eyes and concentrated. The snapping cracked back into place. Odette hoisted herself up to sit. Rin didn’t ask what had broken. It was fixed.


“Emergency, I’m taking my glove off.” Odette pulled off her glove and touched Rin’s leg. Rin didn’t even have time to look at the bullet wound before it was gone.


Odette hissed through the pain she took from Rin. The blood was still wet and warm on Rin’s calf. She reached out a hand to touch Odette, comfort her. Odette put her glove back on, and she pulled Rin and Mauve close. “Where the hell are we?”


It was an apartment. Or at least it had been an apartment. It was as if an enormous cinder block had been thrown onto a gravel pile and gnawed away by large teeth. Something was on fire outside. But, most hauntingly, a box of cereal and two bowls were set on the kitchen countertop, as if when people started dying, breakfast had only been paused.


This place wasn’t somewhere that should have been touched by bullets. It wasn’t a trench. It was a home.


Something whistled outside. Then an explosion. The entire world shook again.


Odette pulled Mauve and Rin to their feet and the three of them scrambled to get to a corner. Rin tried to remember to breathe.


“Why are we here?” Mauve asked her, shaken. Rin shook her head.


“I don’t know,” Rin said. “I . . . I followed a thread wrapped around me, leading back to the circus . . .” There was nothing but distant screams echoing down the decimated streets, followed by gunshots, underscored by the crackling of fire. It smelled like burnt hair here, and Rin wanted to vomit.


“Who’s in there?” a new voice shot from the other room.


Rin knew that voice.


“Maynard,” Mauve whispered. “That’s Maynard.”


“You’re right,” Rin said, trying to keep her feet under her.


“Rin,” Odette started.


But Rin rushed across the room, her boots tripping on pieces of broken concrete, her mouth and nose bombarded by ash that hung in the air like disintegrating cobwebs, her bones aching with exhaustion. She came to the doorframe, her cut-up hands grabbing the chipped wood to steady herself. She peered into the room, the bedframe still intact and the blankets and pillows still set out like someone would sleep there tonight, but there were floorboards and debris covering the duvet’s embroidered flowers. Nothing here was safe.


“No,” Maynard’s voice sounded hoarsely from the farthest, darkest corner.


Rin’s heart tugged, as if the thread that was supposed to lead her home now led her to that corner.


There was a huddled platoon, curled into each other, shivering under their gear. And the one that stood to speak to her, it was Maynard.


He was older, aged around the eyes and his red hair was completely gone. There were scars on his arms and gauze across his cheek. But he was still Maynard, black bruises against his white skin and that stern and careful glare as he studied her, as if she was a ghost.


“It’s you,” Maynard breathed, like he was years younger, just joined the magical circus that had been gone for longer than it had been here.


With his words, the huddled bodies in the corner raised their heads and she saw their faces. Her heart shot into her throat, and she gave out a small sob of disbelief. There was Mr. Weathers, ancient, one wing tucked behind him and the other wing missing. She saw Tina, her plump, white cheeks gaunt and her eyes cold, changed from her trademark bubbly shine. And there was Wally, Ford, Jess, Ming-Huá, and Esther. Rin could hardly process what she was seeing—this was their circus.


But they weren’t the circus anymore. They were a platoon, huddled together in helmets and with guns and uniforms, their eyes big as saucers and their faces blank.


The thread wrapped around her heart had been the people on the train, not the train itself. It had led her somewhere else in the future, not back to the past. Maybe this was what her heart had really wanted to see: what was going to happen.


“No,” Rin whispered.


She realized Maynard had his gun poised at the doorframe, pointed at her. She waited for him to lower it so she could come closer, but he didn’t. It would be smart of him to think it was a trick—they were very familiar with the power of magic, after all—but she could tell something in him wanted to believe it was really the Ringmaster. “What?” he said. “How . . . Ringmaster, is it really you?”


“Rin?” A woman behind Maynard shot to her feet and came into view. She had black hair, a pale white face, big blue eyes that welled up as she looked at Rin.


Rin did not know this woman, but this woman clearly knew Rin.


“Rin?” she shouted. She rushed toward her, not showing the same hesitation the others had. Her face relaxed into tears, like she’d been holding her breath and now could let it out. “How are you—”


Then something hit the woman square in the chest. She erupted in blue light. Then another hit, to the platoon. Something choked them all. Something was killing them. Something that was not normal.


Rin stumbled forward. “No!” she screamed.


She saw the woman with her eyes big, staring at her, begging her. The woman’s face slowly peeled apart and disintegrated as if the blue light cut her into a thousand pieces, set aflame.


Rin had to save her.


But Odette grabbed Rin, pulled her away from the blue carnage.


“We have to go!” Mauve said, grabbing them both. “Get us home!”


“They’re dying!” Rin screamed.


Mauve grabbed Rin, taking Rin’s face between her hands. “Focus!” Mauve said. “Get us out of here! Now! Or we can’t change it!”


Rin remembered the bracelet. She felt it around her wrist. Not today.


Rin threw her arms around them both and yanked them back, jumping off the concrete back into the black, back back back
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onto their bed. As if the world had opened up all laws of physics and now suddenly made them play by rules again. The magic dissipated.


A loud clack of the rails. The circus train shot through the night, under their bodies and Rin and Odette’s bed, whistling and streaking through the curving, dark Nebraska winds. Rin felt her stiff limbs sink into the goose-feather mattress.


The beach was gone, the concrete rooms were gone, but as Rin slowly set her boots on the wooden floor of the train car, she felt sand under her heel and toes.


She tore the bracelet off her wrist like it was cursed.


She heard herself make some sort of sound, something between a gag and a roar, and she steadied herself. The smell of burning still curled through her nostrils, down her throat, into her guts.


She heard Mauve vomit into the trash bin. They all sat in silence, then. Waiting for someone to say something.


Rin just watched the sun come up through the window. The railyard appeared in the morning light.


They were in Omaha.


“Rin . . .” Mauve said, looking down at Rin’s leg. Rin now saw the new blood, a cut of shrapnel to take the healed bullet wound’s place.


“Again?” Rin muttered. “You’re just a magnet for trouble, tonight, aren’t you?” she growled at her leg.


“It’s all right, my dears,” Odette said. Rin watched her getting herself together. Odette still shook; she took off her gloves. “Taking them off,” she announced. “Can I touch you both?”


Odette would take their fear and injuries away, suck them up into herself and dispose of them somewhere deep inside.


That was her Spark. This is what good Odette did, held them when the pain was the worst. The trapeze swinger bore the brunt of it all and burned it down to ash in her insides. All three of them would keep surviving. Because of Odette.


“Don’t take the fear,” Rin said. “Just fix my leg. I need the fear.”


“Rin—”


“Don’t Rin me,” she snapped. “You heard what I wanted. If you can’t do that, you’re not touching me at all.”


She hadn’t meant to snap. Or maybe she had. She had just seen, in years beyond, her target. She knew what she needed to do. And she would be damned if someone took this drive from her. She would remember every single detail of that room, of the smell, of what they had to lose.


Is that why you don’t want her to take your fear? the slithering memory of a foul man hissed inside her skull. Or is it that you know somewhere deep down, she could be just like me? How much of you is really you? How much did I take of you? How much did I leave? Maybe you are only made of those things others have allowed you to keep. Maybe you aren’t enough to save them, starling.


She dug her fingernails into her palms, to distract herself. But when Odette reached out her hand to touch Rin and Mauve, Rin stopped. She could hurt herself, but she couldn’t hurt Odette more than she already would.


Rin’s leg slowly healed, her skin letting go of shrapnel that dissolved. And the shrapnel reappeared in Odette’s leg as Odette grimaced. Odette’s skin would swallow up any bullet, any shards, any broken wounds.


But she couldn’t swallow the memory of that blue light, the death sweeping through the room—


“It was wide,” Odette shivered. Then she took another deep breath, and she, too, was healed. “It was so wide and open. It came from everywhere. What was it?”


Rin knew.


It was war.
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THE RINGMASTER, 1926


The Ringmaster knew what the world looked like when the light gave out.


She’d seen it after the last war. Iron masks on young boys whose faces hadn’t even finished growing into their ears. Graves over bodies that had never seen anything of the world other than their mother’s home and then a trench.


She’d seen it on the Circus King’s snarling, cocky face as he closed in on his prey, getting everything he wanted in the ways bad men always did.


And she’d seen it last night, when they jumped.


The past and the future were both choking her, here in the present. It was as if they were barreling toward her from different directions, down the timeline, about to collide and wipe her off the tracks.


It was too much. The blue light, the woman she didn’t recognize but had watched die, the broken apartment, the beach, the Circus King, the red smock—


Not today.


As hard as it was, she couldn’t stew in the thought of all her friends dying. It wouldn’t help them. So she walked along the length of the train, trying to ground herself in the now. She clenched her fists, she felt her toes in her thick boots, she breathed in the smell of an Omaha spring: honeysuckles, lilacs, smokestacks, the smell of grilling far off somewhere. This city got bad in the winter. Now was the time for celebration. The circus had come to town.


The sun came up over the railyard between Burlington Station and Union Station. The two stations were marble pillars separated by a long fat line of brown dirt and oil-stained train cars. The circus’s lot was directly east of Union Station, sandwiched between the rails, the big jungle of warehouses, and the river. They’d performed here before. They knew the landlord pretty well, and they always got good crowds, being this close to the warehouse district. People from all over came through this station, and people of all kinds worked in the district. A weird hodgepodge, just like their little family.


She watched Maynard’s multiples unhitch the wagons as Mrs. Davidson, the clown, and Cherry, their lead cook, headed out to set up the cookhouse in the Back Yard. Their home always looked the same, even in different lots, different railyards, different fairgrounds.


No war, no Circus King would touch this. She could do this. She could protect them all. When Odette had met her, years ago, Rin had been nothing but hard armor. She’d tried so hard to let it go, to let them all into her heart, to believe no shadows would follow her. The world had carried on, and now, in 1926, people knew the future would be bright. It had to be. Nothing could be as bad as what had come before.


Were they all fools?


“Morning, Maynard!” she heard Mauve call out behind her. Mauve sidled into view, holding her shawl close around her shoulders. Rin and Mauve met every morning to walk to the edge of the lot and then head out to make sure their special guest knew the circus had arrived.


The two of them stood at the end of their fencing, looking out at Nebraska cobbled together with brick streets and some sort of valley of warehouses and hotels and open markets. It made this downtown an industrial otherworld; one foot in progress and the other in prairie.


“You look like you’re about to go into battle,” Mauve said. Rin looked to Mauve, her dear friend, the woman who was never afraid and always two steps ahead of everyone else. But this morning, Mauve’s hand was shaking. “Good news, I scanned the threads to see if we’re going to have any issues with the Circus King tonight, and I believe we’re in the clear.”


That was good news. Temporary good news, but it meant they didn’t have to pack up and skip town.


“I don’t understand,” Rin said, her head buzzing. “We’ve been to the future before. We’ve seen the future, and we didn’t see this?”


“We’ve seen bits of the future,” Mauve said. “Hours here and there. A song playing on a radio in a barber shop, a futuristic circus, little things out of context. And all of those things can change, Rin. You know that. The world is still writing its story.”


“Then it can change,” Rin said. She didn’t know if that was a question, or if it was a declaration. Mauve didn’t seem to know, either, so Rin added, “We do it when we help people with the circus. It can change.”


“I preface this with the fact that I am not the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come,” Mauve said. “You know there’s a lot we don’t understand. But . . . yes. Events can change. I stayed up most of the night flipping through the pages of the future, trying to see how to fix it. I’ve got some ideas. I’ve gotten no sleep, but I’ve got ideas. So there’s at least that.”


“Odette finally drifted off to sleep,” Rin said softly, studying the archway above them. The light bulbs sat on the plywood, still sleeping and without the color they’d have tonight.


Rin wished she, too, could rest. The trio had even taken themselves back to the beginning of the night, a small five-hour jump, in hopes of recouping some of their sleep. But it had been fruitless. Rin had spent the night staring into space, stroking Odette’s soft bobbed hair. The curls had come out of place, and now she looked so tired. When Odette had finally fallen asleep on her lap, Rin had pulled a blanket over them both.


And somehow, with the world’s end on the horizon, they still had to get up with the dawn and do their jobs.


At least, right now, Rin’s adrenaline outweighed any fear. Her brain screamed for her to do something, fix everything. And the way Mauve clenched her jaw, Rin could tell she felt the same way.


“They were in a platoon,” Mauve said, her eyes a thousand miles away. She cleared her throat. She shook her head, like she had water in her ear. “The Sparks will be recruited for the war. All of our threads are stabbed by blood.”


Rin nodded. “Makes sense,” she said.


“Does it?” Mauve said.


“The Prince Act,” Rin said. “Remember, that fella Odette worked for during the pandemic? Dr. Prince. He went to Congress to broker a stalemate.”


“Is that what the Act is?” Mauve said. “I know you yell it at people when they come on our property.”


“They leave us alone, and we don’t kick their ass,” Rin said. “We leave them alone, and the mysterious Sparks well paid by our non-Spark government don’t come and kill us. A truce, and no one gets hurt.” A tightrope of politics Rin and the circus stayed out of. There was the circus and then everything beyond the circus. They were safe in their little corner of the world, but that seemed to be changing.


“What does that have to do with the war?”


“You’re the one with the clairvoyance,” Rin said, sticking a toothpick in her mouth, a habit she picked up when she’d quit drinking but knew better than to take up cigarettes. Chew on something that wouldn’t kill her. “Can’t you just sort of look through the timeline and figure it out?”


Mauve rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because my Spark involves reading white men’s legislation.”


“The Sparks can live freely as long as we don’t turn the world into our own personal playground, under the condition that if the world needs us again . . .” Rin chewed on her toothpick. “Well, then we’ll come to the rescue.”


“Guess fighting their wars for them counts under the conditions.” Mauve raspberried. “Small price to pay to not end up in a Pappa Pete wagon. Tha-a-a-anks.”


“I’m surprised that I am surprised.” Rin folded her arms, leaning back on the midway entrance’s beam. She stared backward at the tent. The Big Top was erected now. Red and white. Mostly vinyl. Not perfect, but it kept the rain out.


“I’m not surprised that I’m not surprised,” Mauve said, picking lint off her shawl and letting it float to the ground. “Not at all.”


“You’ve never gone outside of what we need to know for the circus. We’ve never done anything this big. I’m worried about you and your head.”


Mauve laughed. “Yeah. Me too. Take a number. And I’m also worried about you.”


“You know I can’t leave what we saw last night alone,” Rin said.


Mauve nodded. “Wouldn’t expect anything else of you. I’m sure you’ve already got a Rin Plan rolling around in your noggin.”


“Do you think Odette will agree to it?”


“No,” Mauve said. “But she’ll go for the same reason I’ll go.”


“Why’s that?” Rin said.


Mauve’s round eyes looked square at her. Mauve was shorter, but she had a way of growing right in front of Rin when she wore that serious look. “Because,” she said, “we both know that if we don’t go, you’ll still go. And you’ll be alone.”


“All right, all right, I’m up!” Bernard’s boisterous voice sounded from behind them as he strode into view. “Ready to go?”


“Morning, Dad,” Mauve said, giving him a side hug. Bernard looked nothing like Mauve; he was a large, white, bald-headed man. Mauve had had two fathers. One wealthy (Mr. DesChamps), one his butler (Bernard). One by blood, another secretly a part of the family under the guise of employment. One of them had died, the other had run away to the circus with her.


Rin had never gotten to really know her own father; he died when she was so young. But if she had grown up with him watching, she would have hoped he was just like Bernard.


Bernard gave Rin a big front hug, lifting her off the ground like she was still nineteen and scrawny. “Our noble Ringmaster! Where are we off to today?”


Mauve and Rin didn’t need to speak to agree they shouldn’t tell Bernard about the hellscape of the future, and Rin felt some relief as Mauve said, “Past the hotel, to an alley deep in the warehouse district.”


They started off into the city. The Outside World, is what circus folk called it. It was as if there was a protective ward around their circus, and as soon as they stepped off the grounds and out of the arch’s shade, Rin felt like a deer in a field.


Above, the sunrise was blotted out by rows of homogenous buildings. Each brick was placed on one another in a weathered, precarious balancing act. The cracked walls and dirty windows rose out of the cobblestone.


Bernard walked behind them, surveying the area. Omaha’s downtown wasn’t as dangerous for two misfit women as some other places they’d visited. There were some towns where Mauve and Rin were not welcome. Maybe they would be in vogue in Harlem clubs and Greenwich Village dance halls, but this wasn’t New York.


But despite the glances on the street, those same folks would settle into the stands at the Big Top tonight. Buying popcorn and breathing in sawdust and falling silent in glorious anticipation when the lights dimmed. Circus people were allowed to exist, as long as they were entertaining. But here, in the warehouses, it was all different kinds of denizens who filed through the arched brick doorways to start their workday. Rin and Mauve fit in, here in this pseudo-city. If she squinted, she could pretend she was back in Chicago. Omaha was a smaller sister, four hundred miles and a universe away, trying to be bigger than it was.


She knew that even though it was a melting pot in this district, even though everyone would come to the circus, the rest of the town the rest of the time was segregated. This was still Nebraska. And so Bernard still came.


After a long bit of walking without talking, they passed the hotel where some travelers paused for breakfast and coffee out on the patio. It smelled brisk and bitter. Delicious.


Mauve quietly pondered aloud, “Can you miss something you’ve never had?”


Rin crinkled her nose. “I . . . am sure you can. What do you miss?”


“In about five years,” she said, “I believe it’s five years . . . I discover this wonderful hazelnut coffee. I know it sounds questionable, but man-o’-war I love it. We don’t have it here yet. It may not even exist yet. And I miss it. What day is it again?”
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