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To my Pixies, who give me joy to mirror
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THE EDGE OF THE WORLD






The Magician could call a flock of birds from a top hat. He could make a baby elephant float off the ground with a wave of his wand. He could disappear in a plume of Smoke.


But his favorite trick was making other people disappear in a plume of Smoke.


The Magician stood at the shore of the sea at the Edge of the World and watched the far-off ripples of water. After a time a grand, black-and-white creature broke the surface, then disappeared under the waves again. One blink, and the Magician would have missed it.


He held his breath. Stepped into the water. Waited.


The rippling waves rose, pushing the Magician back from the sea.


The foam that lapped the sand berated him. No, the water seemed to say. Away.


The Magician curled his lip and turned to face the Forest of Thorny Trees again. He raised his fingers, and swathes of Smoke lifted from the ground as though they were puppets being forced up by their strings.


The Magician walked through the Smoke. He turned his thoughts away from the sea and to another place. A colorful, happy dot on a faraway island. His sneer grew. But then . . .


He stopped walking.


The Magician’s kind of magic could never tell the future or read minds, but for the first time in a long time, the Magician had a feeling. A deliciously dark one. Something was going to happen at Cirque Magnifique.


The Magician pulled more Smoke from the earth, gathered it into his palm, and blew it across the sea.


His sneer stretched into a cruel smile.
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CHAPTER 1





Sasha’s father flew like a bird.


His hair was as black as night and slicked back, with a shine like the moon glinting off a smooth, obsidian beach stone. His body and arms and legs were black too, his long, skinny limbs wrapped in his night-colored bodysuit, with only two white stripes on his shoulders. His hands, only slightly less dark than his bodysuit, flexed in anticipation. He stood tall on the platform, so that it seemed he could reach the highest branches in an old cedar tree, but really all he held on to with his talon hands was the bar high, high overhead.


“Watch this, Sasha!” he called down.


Sasha looked up from her book, leaving her finger pressed against the last word she’d read. She stood with the ruby-red tent as the backdrop and watched her father leap from his nest, soar across the sky, release the bar, and fling himself into a triple twist. Sasha’s heart thumped painfully as her father emerged from his pretzel, too slowly it seemed, so that she gasped and cried out. Her book fell to the dirt-and-sawdust ground.


“Dad!”


But just as Sasha thought he’d fall into the thick mat below the trapeze, he sprung open like a flower desperate for sun and reached for the bar Mr. Ticklefar had pushed toward him. Her father’s claws grasped and curled, and he soared to the opposite platform while Sasha caught her breath and tried to slow her racing pulse. His teeth gleamed as he grinned down at her.


“Little Chick,” her dad said from his perch. “Do you like the new trick? Won’t it wow the audience?”


“I think it’s scary.”


“That’s not so scary. You know what’s scary? Opening yourself up to others to love with all your heart. But it’s the most wonderful thing too.” Sasha sighed and rolled her eyes, but Dad grinned. “Get changed and we’ll practice. Once we have it perfected, I plan to do it without a net.”


Sasha retrieved her book, forced a smile, and waved up at him. If his new trick frightened her, it would terrify the audience in that good, tingling way that made relief the most beautiful emotion of all.


In a moment Sasha’s mother stood next to Sasha. Her plumage was different from Sasha’s dad’s: an assortment of tropical colors beaded and sparkling on her leotard, and two slim, long, pale legs poking out below. On the weekend Sasha’s mother would wear a headpiece even more elaborate than the leotard, and weighing almost as much as her entire body, as she worked and twisted the rainbow of ribbons that dropped from the ceiling of the tent.


“Did you catch the timing?” Sasha’s mother asked, pressing a finger to her daughter’s elbow. Sasha’s muscles relaxed, and she smiled, for real this time.


Sasha dog-eared the corner of the page she had been reading and set her book on the bottom step of the stands. “Looks easy. Throw when his shoulders are highest during the second twist.”


“Right. Are you sure you don’t want me to show you up on the platform?”


Sasha shook her head. “I got it. I don’t need help.”


Her mom plopped a kiss onto the top of Sasha’s head. “You always say that. And you’re usually right. My very capable girl.”


Sasha changed and climbed the ladder to the aerial platform, high in the big tent sky. When Sasha was on the platform, she felt gigantic. Strong. So tall that nothing could hurt her. Now the stands were empty, but on the weekends they filled so that everyone in the audience sat shoulder to shoulder, packed into every space. All those people watching her . . . silent and waiting . . . sent tingles up Sasha’s back. And when they applauded after she and Dad completed their tricks, she felt like royalty. A Cirque princess. But she knew that earning their admiration took lots of practice. So she held the bar, counting beats in her head to get the timing perfect. Far below, Mom waved and grinned at Sasha.


“You can do it!”


Dad waited on the platform opposite Sasha. Somewhere in the tent Aunt Chanteuse began to sing. Her songs were at times melancholy, pulling surprise tears from the audience, but at other times jovial and uplifting. That was how she sang now, trilling until her notes sounded more like laughter than music. Aunt Chanteuse could pull extra rainbows from the gossamer bubbles that floated around the tent as she sang, just as Madame Mermadia could turn plain old dust motes into dazzling, dancing fairies with a toss of her red hair. Just as Mom could send the sweetest, softest breezes throughout the tent as she twirled on the silk ribbons, and how Dad could turn a drumbeat into a bolt of lightning in the audience’s hearts. This was the magic of the Cirque, and Sasha loved being surrounded by it.


“Sashaaaaa, toss the baaarrrr,” Aunt Chanteuse sang into the upper reaches of the tent. Dad laughed, and Sasha couldn’t help but laugh too. She shook herself awake.


“Okay, I’m ready!” she shouted, pulling her arms back.


“That’s my amazing girl,” Dad called over.


All through their practice, Sasha hurled the bar, learning the timing perfectly. Her parents applauded. Aunt Chanteuse sang. Mr. Ticklefar, the short ringmaster with the curled-ends mustache, tipped his hat and said, “Aha!” and “Well done!” Sasha filled, filled, filled with joy until she thought she would burst like a confetti cannon, spilling a rainbow of plastic-wrapped candies everywhere.


When the dinner bell rang, Sasha scrambled down the platform ladder. Mom helped her leap the last few steps, catching Sasha in her arms and laughing. There was always so much laughter at the Cirque. Some nights, as friends gathered in the cottages to tell stories—Mr. Ticklefar was the best, his stories of far-off travels told with the most ridiculous facial expressions—Sasha would have to hold her aching belly and gasp for breath for all the giggling everyone did.


Toddy, Sasha’s little brother, emerged from one of his many secret hiding places under the audience bleachers and took Sasha’s hand. The family walked to the dining tent together, followed closely by Mr. Ticklefar and Aunt Chanteuse. Along the way they caught up with Madame Mermadia and her children, Shelby and Griffin. They were all halfway through costume fittings, trailing strands of sequins behind them.


“Your arm’s falling off.” Sasha pointed at the length of fabric hanging from Shelby’s shoulder. Shelby was five years older than Sasha, and this was the first year Shelby would join her mom in the Magical Mermaid Lagoon performance.


“It feels like both of them are,” Shelby said. “My mom’s making me do strength training in the water tank. I hope there’s something good for dinner. I’m hungry enough to eat an elephant.”


“You look like an elephant,” teased Griffin, Shelby’s twin brother. Shelby reached for him, and Griffin bolted across the field to the dining tent, shrieking as Shelby chased after him.


“They’re getting so big,” Mom said, same as she did every time she saw Shelby and Griffin.


“They’re not the only ones.” Madam Mermadia tousled Sasha’s hair. “Are you excited about your first day of school tomorrow?”


Mr. Ticklefar, overhearing Madam Mermadia’s question, stepped forward. “She will astound them all!”


“It will be deeeliiightfulll,” Aunt Chanteuse sang.


But Sasha’s heart pounded harder than it had when she’d watched Dad do his new trick for the first time. Even though she was going into fifth grade, Sasha had never before stepped foot in a public school. She and Toddy had always been taught at the Cirque, learning their letters and numbers, as well as the lore of the Cirque; practicing science experiments in between helping Mr. Ticklefar take apart and repair machines; and almost always—for Sasha, at least—getting caught up in the fantastical worlds of her favorite books. But school would be different. She wouldn’t have Mr. Ticklefar’s stories to teach her geography, or Madame Mermadia’s lessons on oceanography. Would there be any magic at school at all?


Mr. Ticklefar always said the Cirque was the best place on earth, but there were important and useful things to learn in other places and from other people. Sasha’s parents agreed, and so she and Toddy were to start a new adventure in their education.


Sasha put on a brave face and talked bigger than she felt to Madame Mermadia. “It’ll be great.”


Sasha squeezed Toddy’s hand. The siblings shared a secret look and reluctantly smiled. It was good, Sasha thought. Having a brother. Taking these next steps with someone familiar by her side. Even if every moment at school was not-great, Sasha and Toddy would have each other.
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CHAPTER 2





After the dinner plates were licked clean and the berry cobbler was being passed around, Mr. Ticklefar climbed atop a table and cleared his throat. As Cirque Magnifique’s ringmaster, he was the unofficial cataloger of Cirque lore and traditions.


“And now it is time for a story.” For such a small man, he had a voice that could soar over hundreds of people. “I always tell of a great adventure when our wee ones go off to school for the first time. There is much to be taught here, but there is much to learn from the Islanders, too, and so we send our children to their schools after a time. But it’s important that our children never forget where they come from, nor forget that there is a new adventure around every corner. Even if that corner is only the other side of the island. Tonight I shall tell the story of . . .” Mr. Ticklefar waved his arms around as though he were searching the air for inspiration. “ ‘The Weasel and the Riddle’!”


A stifled groan came from Sasha’s left. Griffin rolled his eyes at her.


“Not this dumb story again.” The whole Cirque had heard the story “The Weasel and the Riddle” before. They had heard all of Mr. Ticklefar’s stories many times; they clamored for the telling of them over and over again.


“You don’t like it?” Sasha said.


Griffin shrugged. “It’s a good story. But he pretends it’s all real. Like it happened.”


A sudden chill made Sasha shudder. This was the first time she’d ever heard someone from the Cirque voice doubt over their lore. She leaned in close to Griffin so that no one else could hear her. “Mr. Ticklefar’s adventure did happen. Why don’t you believe him?”


“You would believe anything he says,” Griffin said. “With your mom and all. But the stories are all just fairy tales. I mean, I like them. It creeps out the Islanders whenever I tell ‘The Weasel and the Riddle’ to them. What if they got caught and couldn’t answer the riddle correctly? But it’s not real. There’s no such thing as a Sharp-Beaked Weasel. And the other stories Mr. Ticklefar tells, like the ones about the Magician? They’re pretend. No one can do magic like—”


“Shh!” Shelby elbowed Griffin. “Don’t listen to him,” she said to Sasha. “He talks more like an Islander every day. Thinks just because you can’t see a thing that it’s not real. But we know what’s real, huh, Sasha?”


Sasha looked at her little brother. She looked at her parents, holding hands across the table. She saw things. Lots of things. And they were all real.


Mr. Ticklefar began his story. “There was once an ancient forest made of thorny, stern-gray trees that could never grow leaves. The forest was desolate and lonely, and few creatures lived in it. The Sharp-Beaked Weasel, however, called it home.”


“See?” Griffin said. “Trees that can’t grow leaves? That’s not how science works. They have to make chloro—”


“Quiet!” Shelby whispered.


Griffin scowled. “Only babies believe this stuff. If the kids at school find out you think the stories are real, they’ll laugh at you.”


“I’m ten minutes older than you, and I believe it, so what does that make you?” Shelby stuck her tongue out at her brother, then turned to Sasha. “Ignore Griffin. He’s just winding you up because you’re starting school for the first time tomorrow. School is fine. It’s good to go and learn things they don’t teach at the Cirque. The Islanders can be a little . . .” Shelby shrugged without finishing her thought.


Islanders could be . . . what? Sasha didn’t like that mysterious missing word. But before she could ask for more details, Mr. Ticklefar’s voice rose dramatically.


“Had I not been distracted by the strange gray sap dripping down that tree, he’d never have snuck up on me! Well, there I was, nearly squeezed to death by that weasel’s strong tail. A mighty fine dinner I would be! And my hat for dessert. Or so he thought. ‘I challenge you to a riddle,’ I bellowed, with what little breath I had left. You see”—Mr. Ticklefar’s voice lowered—“I knew that some fantastical creatures must accept a riddle challenge. I wasn’t sure that would be true for the weasel, but I had to try. And to my great luck, it worked!”


“Talking weasels,” Griffin muttered.


“Riddling weasels,” Shelby said triumphantly.


“So that rascally weasel finished telling me his riddle,” Mr. Ticklefar continued. “I said to him: ‘You must loosen your grip if I’m to think.’ He did, knowing I wouldn’t run. That would be against the rules of riddling. ‘Bitter and sweet,’ that weasel had said. ‘And once tasted, lost forever.’ Those fantastical creatures like to make riddles of love, but in this case it didn’t work, for once tasted, love stayed with you always.” Mr. Ticklefar’s voice boomed. “I was tangled up with that weasel for three suns up, and three suns down! I was mighty tired. And hungry! If the weasel was half as hungry as I was, then he was sure to gobble me in one great bite if I answered wrong. I could have eaten just about anything, but what I truly longed for was . . .” Mr. Ticklefar paused dramatically. Everyone in the dining hall was on the edge of their seats, even though they knew how the story ended. “Well, I longed for the very thing that was the answer to the riddle: chocolate!”


The dining hall erupted in giggles. As Mr. Ticklefar detailed the weasel’s angry fit at being defeated, Toddy let out a long, slow breath. Sasha took his hand and squeezed.


“The story’s true, isn’t it?” she whispered to him.


He nodded, resolute. One of Sasha’s favorite things about her brother was that he was always so steady, so sure. If Griffin’s words made Sasha question the lore of the Cirque, Toddy’s unwavering belief steadied her questioning mind again.


Everyone applauded. The tale was finished. The ringmaster looked over at Sasha and Toddy. “Things are changing, wee ones. Remember that you are brave enough and smart enough to succeed in all the adventures you have.”


Mr. Ticklefar took his seat again while Aunt Chanteuse led them all in merry songs. There was dancing and laughter until Toddy fell asleep on Sasha’s shoulder, cuddling his favorite rainbow-moose stuffed animal, and even Sasha’s eyes started to get heavy and drooping.


“Off to bed with you two,” Mom said.


Dad hoisted Sasha and Toddy both in one great heave, and strolled to their cottage, the sounds of the dining tent fading little by little until all that was left was a gentle ringing in Sasha’s ears, the memory of story and song and dance.


“Will school be as fun as the Cirque?” Sasha rubbed her eyes against sleep. Her body was tired, but her mind buzzed with nerves.


“It will be a different kind of fun,” Mom said. “And you’ll make new friends and get to read new books, too. . . . But also—” Mom crouched down so she was eye-to-eye with Sasha. “I know you are always the very best big sister anyone could hope for,” Mom whispered, gently taking Sasha’s hands in hers. “But you’ll have to be an especially wonderful big sister at school. All the Cirque knows that Toddy doesn’t talk much, and we all adjust for his needs and no one thinks much of it. But at school . . . it’s possible people won’t be so patient with Toddy. Won’t understand him. You’ll help, though, won’t you?”


“I don’t have to. Toddy’s magic. They’ll see it,” Sasha said.


Mom searched Sasha’s face. Her eyes were soft as she said, “How can they not?”


Sasha smiled at that and climbed into bed, next to Toddy. When she closed her eyes, her dreams tugged at her to come and play through the night.


•  •  •


In the morning the tender sun beckoned to them through pink smudged skies. Their Cirque friends and family paused their work and rehearsals and waved good-bye. Sasha and Toddy strode through the knee-high grasses that grew on either side of the dirt path to the bus stop, until the hems of their clothes were wet. It was always like that on the island. Misty and damp and the kind of green that wasn’t sure if it really wanted to be gray.


Shelby and Griffin saw Sasha and Toddy coming and waved for them to run.


“Hurry!” Shelby called. “If you’re late, Mr. Orner will be the crankiest bus driver you’ve ever seen.”


The older Cirque kids caught a different bus to their secondary school, but all Cirque kids caught the bus at the same stop. Down the road, the larger bus that would carry Sasha and Toddy to the elementary school was cresting the hill that unofficially marked the beginning of the Cirque half of the island. Sasha squeezed Toddy’s hand. They broke into a sprint, and reached the stop just as the bus was opening its doors.


“Five minutes early,” the bus driver growled. “That’s what time you’re supposed to be here.”


A knot lodged in Sasha’s throat. She froze, staring at Mr. Orner’s square, stony face. Her feet would not move. Last night’s songs, playing on repeat in Sasha’s mind all morning, screeched to a halt. Heavy silence bore down on her.


“You getting on?” the bus driver asked. His fingers tapped the steering wheel impatiently. “I heard your brother don’t talk. Didn’t hear that about you, though. But you Cirque kids are all strange.”


A dozen replies dashed across Sasha’s tongue. Her brother could talk . . . to her, at least. And so could she! And Cirque kids weren’t strange. What a mean thing for an adult to say. But the freezing feeling spread to Sasha’s mouth, and when she opened her lips, nothing came out.


The bus driver squinted. “I can’t wait all morning. Get on or go back,” he said.


Sasha looked at the bus windows. All the kids were watching her. Some pointed and some laughed. Some just stared. Heat flared into Sasha’s cheeks and thawed her out.


“Sorry,” she mumbled, taking the first step onto the bus.


Sasha scanned the seats. The only open row was three from the back, the row right in front of two boys with draping arms and sly smiles. They gave Sasha that chilly feeling again, the way they watched her without ever looking away. Any seat on the bus would have been better than the ones in that row.


But if the Cirque had taught Sasha anything, it was that she was strong. She grabbed Toddy’s hand behind her, marched to the row, and sat with her back straight and chin held high. The bus’s doors closed, and the big machine rolled away from the Cirque. Sasha watched the flags fluttering in the morning breeze until they were completely out of sight over the hill.


That’s when one of the boys tugged on Sasha’s hair. At first it was a soft pull, so gentle that Sasha couldn’t decide if it had actually happened. Perhaps it had just been the way the bus had bounced over the gravel road, with its trenches and potholes. Why, after all, would someone pull her hair? No one at the Cirque did that. Sasha turned and looked at the boys behind her. They stared out the window as though nothing were happening.


“Stop it, please.”


One boy looked at her. “Stop what?”


Sasha’s face went hot. She had accused the boys of something they hadn’t done.


“Nothing. Never mind.” Sasha faced front again. But then another tug, and another. Harder each time. It wasn’t the pitted road, and it wasn’t her imagination. Sasha leaned a bit forward and ignored the tugs, her belly beginning to simmer with something foul and acidic. She would have held her temper all the way to school, though, if they had only been messing with her. But then they flicked the back of Toddy’s head.


“Stop it!” Sasha stood and spun her body, fury blazing in her eyes. No one hurt her brother. The boys threw their hands into the air as if to say Not us and laughed. Sasha jammed her fists into her hips. “I know you’re doing that!”


“Sit down, girl!” the bus driver called over his shoulder.


Sasha fell into her seat and draped her arm over Toddy’s head to protect him. After a few minutes her muscles began to burn, but she held on. She stared out the window, swallowing back the gross taste in her throat and battling tears. Mom had said school would be fun. She’d said there would be new friends to be made. Sasha didn’t understand what was happening. Maybe the bus ride was the worst of it all and as soon as Sasha got to the school campus, things would be different.


“Hey, freaks.” In the back seat of the bus, another boy spoke up. He’d been quiet up to this point, watching carefully, not joining the teasing. But now he leaned forward slightly and spoke, so low that only the kids in the nearby rows could hear him. Sasha heard him loud and clear, but she refused to acknowledge him, her still body sweltering with embarrassment and frustration.


One of the boys behind her tugged her hair again. “Hey, Kirk’s talking to you, freak.”


Sasha wasn’t a freak, and neither was Toddy. She gazed around the bus, hoping just one other kid would speak up and defend them. This was a new world for Sasha, and she needed someone to show her how to navigate it.


The only person who caught Sasha’s eye was a girl with long, slinky hair and round cheeks. She looked nice, and for a moment Sasha’s chest hollowed out with hope. Perhaps that girl would say something. She would be the friend Mom and Dad were talking about. The girl took in a breath, her eyes flicked to Kirk, and whatever it was that silently passed between them made the girl’s gaze fall to the floor and her shoulders slump. Instead of helping Sasha, she turned to face the front of the bus again.


“You’re ugly,” that voice said.


Sasha had always liked her dark, unruly hair and wide gray eyes, and even though she was thin enough to make her knees a bit knobby, she was also strong. No one had ever called her ugly before.


“What’s your name?” Kirk asked.


“Sasha.”


“Sausage?” The boys laughed.


“I said Sasha!”


“Sausage, it is.”


When the bus finally reached the school, Sasha’s scalp ached and her eyes itched from all the tears she held back. She turned in her seat to look at Kirk. The boy had thick brown hair and big green eyes that Sasha would have liked if he hadn’t been so mean. Kirk stuck his tongue out at her, and Sasha quickly turned forward again, her stomach aching at the very bottom.
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CHAPTER 3





And so it went every morning for several weeks. Pebble after pebble after pebble dropped into Sasha’s stomach until it became difficult to lug her heavy body around. Mom and Dad had to entice her out of bed in the mornings with elaborate breakfasts in the cottage and long speeches about how things would get more fun at school soon.


It was only Toddy who could really get her moving.


“I want to go to school, but I don’t want to go alone,” he said to her. “It will be okay.”


And so Sasha hauled herself out the door, her step becoming lighter as they traipsed to the bus stop. Perhaps this was the day, she always thought, that Jenny Myers, the girl with the slinky hair, would finally want to be her friend.


After all, there wasn’t anything wrong with being a Cirque kid. Sasha knew that, even if the other kids weren’t so sure. The Cirque kids were color in a gray world, they were many languages and strange accents, they were the children of bizarre grown-ups who didn’t have normal jobs or wear normal clothes or carry the same tired expressions in their eyes, like the other island parents did.


Cirque kids were different.


“The Islanders just don’t understand us,” Shelby said one morning, gathering Sasha into a hug. “They don’t know about magic or transformations or . . . Smoke.” Shelby shuddered.


For it was the way of the Smoke to haunt Cirque Magnifique, rising out of the ground when it thought no one was looking. Sasha had never seen with her own eyes the terrible things the Smoke was capable of, and no one talked about it in the open, but she had overheard whispers when the Cirque folk hadn’t known she was listening. Broken tales about months of dark rains so that the hillsides became waterfalls and no one could come to see performances, about tents going up in sudden flames, and the scariest tale of all, the one about Cirque folks mysteriously going missing before their time, as though the Smoke opened its gaping maws and swallowed them whole.


That was why it was so important for the Cirque to have Lights. They were the people who wandered onto the grounds, hardly knowing why they came, only knowing they had to join the crew. Lights were the ones who walked with beauty, who had a way of deflecting the Smoke’s terrible deeds back onto itself, shaming it underground and keeping the Cirque safe. And so it was, twelve years ago, when Sasha and Toddy’s mom had wandered into Cirque Magnifique at the stroke of midnight, knowing it was her destiny to be there.


At least that was the story Sasha and Toddy’s father told whenever the night turned a certain way, when shadows lengthened into particular, spiny shapes, when the taste in the air turned bitter as Sasha stuck out her tongue to meet it. When Toddy clung even tighter to his fantastical-creature stuffed animals. These were the nights when, instead of choosing to fear the fog that rolled in like waves on a beach, they welcomed Mr. Ticklefar and Aunt Chanteuse to their cottage for tea and pastries and talked about love.
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