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For my beloved sister, Armida, who taught me early that it’s okay to bring my childlike wonder into adulthood and share it with others. Thank you for raising me and being my friend.
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story” 

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first four are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with another prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These last three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These last three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a behind-the-scenes short story)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

(These last three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 4)

Witches, Werewolves, & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland

Hollywood Ghost Trip

The Phoenix Circus

Higher Learning, Hexes & Hellhounds
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Chapter 1—The Circus Comes to Town

Lala
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As a child, Lala Stewart had tried to run away to join the circus three times. Each time she was brought back, entirely against her will, her adoptive mother would say it was her Romani blood calling her.

While Lala had always found this rather racist—her mother veered between thinking having a Romani daughter was “so cute” and “such an inborn nuisance”—there was no telling anything to Peggy Stewart, so Lala had given up and tried to mark time till she was old enough to be on her own.

At eighteen, she’d gotten a secretarial job which paid just enough to allow her to get aerial lessons. By twenty, she was a volunteer at any one-night-only charity circus which would have her.

Now, at twenty-one, she was finally getting her chance.

Granted, her chance was as a fill-in flyer in a circus so small most of the people she knew in the industry had never even heard of it, but she didn’t care.

All those years of gymnastics and trampoline lessons as a kid were worth it.

She was finally going to fly.

She’d driven all night to the middle of Nowhere, Tennessee in the battered truck she’d borrowed from her ex-step-brother, which had so long been going to hell that it was more now the color of its undercoating. Fortunately, though, none of its many dents were ones she’d caused.

Thankfully, Bryce was always supportive, even if he’d only been her stepbrother for about 15 seconds—her adoptive mother’s marriage not built to last. Thus, he’d given her the keys to his hooptie, $100 for road money, and a burner cellphone so she could reach him if necessary, and sent her on her way with his blessing and a promise to get someone to take pictures and send them back to him.

Lala planned to, but, first, she had to figure out where she was going.

As she closed the sticky door of the truck for the third time, till it finally caught and held, she surveyed the dirt lot the big top was set up in and felt a little thrill in her heart.

So few circuses actually did the whole “under canvas” thing anymore. After all, it was a pain and a half when there was always a disused civic center somewhere to be found.

But the honest-to-Jesus, red-and-white striped tent made her pulse beat faster, so, for a second, she merely stood there and stared. Then she realized she was probably on the clock and decided to get on with things.

Walking down the row of not-yet-opened stalls which would soon be selling popcorn or cotton candy and lemonade, or daring the manly men to win a prize for their ladies, she couldn’t help noticing that the Clear Light Circus was so small that it didn’t seem to have rides, not even so much as a Ferris wheel or merry-go-round. Then again, they were so far into the hinterlands here that she’d needed an old, honest-to-God, paper map to find this place. Her new phone’s GPS apparently couldn’t believe where she was headed.

Sadly, there was no one around that she could see over at the trailers or at what could only laughably be called a midway to ask, so she wandered toward the tent. If they wanted her to fly immediately—which seemed likely, as they were one flyer down and would need to practice with her to get the timing right—she did have on her leotard, and her tights were on under her battered old jeans. Her hand in her back pocket, and her black hair flowing in the mild June winds, which didn’t help the oppressive heat at all, she took a deep breath and headed inside the tent.

Clearly, this was where everyone actually was. And, weirdly, it was relatively cool in here, which wasn’t what she’d expected. How they managed it, she had no idea.

But this wasn’t where her mind was. For a second, trying to blink back tears at the fact that she’d finally made it, she stood there watching, dazzled as some impressionable child seeing the circus for the very first time.

A pretty, older African-American woman in a pink robe and with her hair in curlers waved a stick and went “Hup!” as various dogs . . .

Or . . . they can’t be . . . wolves?

. . . jumped over and around each other or balanced on big metal hoops.

Elsewhere, a white, blonde-haired, all-American-attractive teenage boy juggled about fourteen large bowling-pin-looking things. Very handily, too.

A young, white, red-headed woman was juggling lighted torches, while wearing an outfit which showed off her many tattoos.

A young white man was boogieing to Kool and the Gang’s “Ladies Night” while walking around on very tall stilts, and a white teenage girl with dark hair gave orders while a black panther—entirely without a cage or lead, like the wolves—jumped and did backflips.

Man, who thought there’d be so many animal acts? I hope we don’t get picketed by PETA.

Although she kind of doubted that there were many PETA members in backwoods Tennessee.

Probably a lot of hunters, but lovers of unfried animals? No.

Lala herself had some reservations about the animals, but so far, they didn’t look to be ill-treated. The worst she’d seen was the woman in curlers coming up to one of the wolf pups, ruffling its head, and saying, “You silly billy. It’s forward roll, hop on pop, two, three, leap in my arms, not forward roll, hop on pop, two, three, four, five, six, take a nap!”

The pup yipped in appreciation and panted at her adoringly. If it were being abused, it didn’t seem to notice.

Watching it all, she felt the lump in her throat grow.

Oh, God. How embarrassing. I might cry.

It was utterly ridiculous to feel entirely, happily at home.

As she sniffed back the desire to bawl again, the tattooed redhead in the pink and white sequined showgirl outfit—the only one really dressed yet for a performance—tossed all the flaming torches she’d been juggling into the air and caught them as though presenting a bouquet. Then she dumped them into a big bucket of water and came over to her.

“Hey, you must be Lala, our new flyer.”

Wondering if she could trust her voice yet, Lala nodded.

“Cool. I’m Polly.”

Smiling, she stuck out her hand, which had a giant eye tattooed on the back of it, along with the word, “F-I-R-E” along her fingers.

Grinning in return—probably looking like she should be in a madhouse—Lala shook it.

Although trying not to look like some gawking townie, she couldn’t quite help noticing all of Polly’s tattoos. The juggler—who was probably somewhere around Lala’s own age—had a flaming skull on her left bicep, an embarrassingly-anatomical red rose on her right, and a green right-side-up pentagram on her breastbone. The knuckles on her other hand spelled out “T-I-M-E,” as well.

There were probably a dozen others, too, but those were the ones which stood out.

After a second, she realized she was staring and felt her cheeks warm, as she retrieved her hand.

“I’m so sorry. Your ink is really cool.”

Polly grinned.

“No offense taken. If I wanted to keep people from staring, I wouldn’t be wearing this outfit, would I?”

Lala had to admit that was a point but didn’t want to say it. Fortunately, Polly moved on.

“The Spectre should be greeting you, but, as usual, he’s lurking.”

Polly pointed back toward a dark alcove, and there, Lala could just make out the ringmaster. She couldn’t help the shiver.

When Lala had been nine, she’d read Something Wicked This Way Comes for the first of at least a hundred times. Mr. Dark still gave her nightmares, but the whole circus atmosphere was one she craved too much to turn down any version she could find.

Well, the man back in the shadows could have been Mr. Dark. Older than most of the performers but of indeterminate age, “The Spectre” . . .

And THERE’S a name to trust!

. . . was a white man with very black hair and a black beard and mustache. He was wearing the usual ringmaster’s outfit but without the coat, and, though he was far across the ring from her, she could see his dark brown eyes calculating everything even from here. The only thing which broke the stereotype was that Mr. Dark . . .

Um, “The Spectre.” Yikes!

. . . clearly worked out a lot.

Okay, so he’s a buff Mr. Dark.

“Don’t worry about him. ‘The Spectre’ is only his stage name.”

Polly shrugged.

“Call him Joe. He just calls the acts.”

“No clowns?” Lala noted, trying very hard to forget “The Spectre.”

“Nooo, clowns are creepy.”

Polly shivered, and Lala couldn’t entirely disagree.

“You’ll meet everyone later. For right now, you’ll be working with Sandy.”

Lala blinked, wondering if the flying act she was joining was run by a woman. It was certainly possible, and she hadn’t gotten many details.

After all, I was a bit too eager to say “yes” and pack to bother with small things like “Who are these people?” It’s amazing I stayed on the phone long enough to figure out where they were.

“Alessandro,” Polly amended, breaking her from this realization, nodding toward the rigging.

High up, thankfully above a firmly-strung net, Polly saw a man lazily hanging from a trapeze by his knees and had to take in a breath.

Even upside down, he was hot.

Maybe in his early twenties, he was buff in that way that catching full-grown women while hanging from your knees could make you. He had that sort of perfect, model’s well-chiseled jawline as well as long, dark brown hair which hung into the air below him, as he swung slowly. From the name and the brownish skin, she guessed he was Latino, although it was the circus, so who knew? Plenty of names—like “The Spectre”—were made up.

Besides, her skin was almost the same color, and she had no Latino heritage that she knew of.

Of course, what I actually know about my birth family could fill a dust mote.

He was also wearing tights, and, on a man like him, that left some definite points of interest.

Lala entirely failed not to ogle him.

Clearly noticing, Polly laughed.

“Yeah, he’s easy on the eyes, though a bit temperamental.”

Lala sighed.

“Aren’t all the pretty ones?”

This made Polly laugh even louder, but she moved things on.

“Have you got your practice clothes on under that?”

Lala shucked off her jeans there and then, revealing her tights.

“Perfect. And nice,” Polly assessed, taking her jeans to fold them and looking her over. At Lala’s glance, she added, “Hey, if you get to look at my tattoos, I can stare a bit, too.”

Grinning at what only seemed fair, Lala was actually rather flattered.

“I don’t tango in that direction, but I know a compliment when I hear one.”

Polly chuckled.

Looking down at herself, Lala added, “You don’t think I’ll be too much for him, do you? I know I’m not really regulation size.”

Her mother had always referred to her as “fleshy,” although Lala thought she was only plus-sized by the standards of an anorexic world—although she did understand that anorexic was a lot easier to toss around on a trapeze.

Trying to calm herself down, she started to stretch, but Polly’s laugh was natural and reassuring.

“Trust me. Sandy can handle you. Speaking of which . . . Edith!”

An older woman made her way down from the bleachers, where she’d been sitting with some other people Lala hadn’t noticed. As they weren’t at all as showy as the ones practicing—were maybe the technical crew—they were easier to overlook.

The woman—Edith, apparently—was Asian, middle-aged but well-preserved and very pretty. The dowdy name didn’t fit her at all. She also wore a wool suit which didn’t fit the Tennessee summer heat and high heels which made her clack, as she descended the bleachers expertly.

“Oh, new flyer? Hi. I’m Edith.”

She stuck out her hand, which Lala shook, noticing that she had a little bit of an accent from somewhere in Asia, but it was faint, as though she’d been speaking English a very long time.

“I do the costumes. Hmm . . .”

Looking Lala over, she circled her.

“A lot shorter than Susan. I’ll have to do some magic.”

Returning to look Lala in the eye, she smiled.

“But I’ll get you looking right by tonight, no worries.”

“Eddy here makes us all look fabulous.”

Polly rocked her shoulder against the woman, who grinned.

“You should talk, Pols. You do your own costumes.”

Polly grinned.

“You don’t show off my tats enough. Now off with you, you bewitching queen. Fly to your trailer to do your magic!”

“You mean our trailer, you delightful harridan.”

Their banter made Lala grin. Apparently, Polly had a girlfriend—and was into older women.

The thought was cut off when Edith said, while leaving, “Thanks for being here, Lala. I’d have had to fill in, otherwise!”

Then she was out the door.

When Lala turned back to Polly, the fire-juggler shrugged.

“She’s from an old circus family which came to America around the time of the Communist Revolution in China, so if there’s no one else, she’ll do the trapeze. But she’s not a fan of flying through the air. She’s had one too many close calls.”

For a second, Lala wondered why, if her family had come to America that long ago, Edith would still have a bit of an accent. Although no historian, she didn’t think the woman’s parents could even have been born then.

Apparently thinking she was questioning something else, as she walked Lala over to the ladder to the trapeze, Polly added, “When Edith chose an English name, she thought Edith was a good one. She didn’t quite get the old frump implications.”

This didn’t in any way answer Lala’s real questions—in fact, it only added to them—but she was now at the ladder and the moment of truth, so it definitely wasn’t the time to ponder them further.

“Good luck,” Polly slapped her lightly on the back. “Remember—his bark is . . . well, about the same as his bite.”

Thoroughly unreassured but eager to prove herself, Lala started to climb.

Alessandro gave her a look which clearly said Finally! and clapped his hands. Having limbered up a bit already, Lala decided to get on with it. Fortunately, she’d discovered that she could perform pretty easily without a lot of warm-up.

I didn’t drive nearly a thousand miles to give up now.

Grabbing the bar, she started to swing, until she had the right momentum to let go.

Without anything which looked like strain, Alessandro caught her and glared.

“You’re late.”

Not quite sure what to say to this, she responded, “Um, hi? I’m Lala?” Realizing she’d turned that into a question, she added, “I had to drive from New York to get here.”

Giving a grunt and a wide swing, he instructed, “Show me what you can do.”

So Lala did, although her double somersault nearly made her miss the bar. Glad she was facing the other way so he couldn’t see her expression, she heard him call, “Heels.”

Trusting to this grumpy stranger—and, more specifically, the taut net below them—she did a flip and was caught neatly by her feet, arms spread for effect. Certain bits of her bounced, but, well, that was one of the attractions of the trapeze for the punters.

Hanging upside down, she could see that stilts guy had switched to doing the macarena to the strains of Kool and the Gang’s “Celebration.” When it came to music, he apparently had a favorite band.

Grunting in what might have been either approval or disgust, Alessandro pulled her back to her job, calling, “Reverse” and let her go, where she flew over to catch the bar and then changed directions to stare at him.

Now high on a combination of adrenaline from the sheer joy of flying and terror that she was going to get fired by Mr. Grumpy before she’d even made it into her costume, she did a single somersault back over to him.

When he caught her hands and looked down at her, he grunted, “Stick with the single. You don’t have the double yet, and the yokels won’t know the difference.”

Nodding her agreement, she continued to fly.

Somehow, she eventually made it through the rehearsal—trying very hard not to giggle, I’m here! I’m here!—and she and Alessandro managed to figure out an act which would only play in the hinterlands. But here, it would do.

Thankfully, when it was over, one of the technical people she had yet to officially meet presented her with a towel just as the Kool and the Gang fan distracted her as he was taking off his stilts.

“Randy,” he grinned at her, handing the stilts to one of the technicians without looking at him. “Hiya.”

At the same time, The Spectre came toward her and kissed her hand.

“Our new flyer has arrived, I see.”

Somehow, looking into the man’s admittedly pretty brown eyes, she started shivering. It didn’t even stop when Randy put his hand on her shoulder.

“Lay off, willya, Joe?”

Rising from his bow, Joe shrugged.

“What about you?”

Randy let her shoulder go, as Joe gave her back her hand, and she stopped shivering a little. Weirdly, it was only when grumpy Alessandro walked by that she stopped.

Looking into her with deep brown eyes, he nodded once and handed her a bottle of water.

“You’ll do.”

For a long second, they stared at each other. Then, he pulled away, his words trailing behind him.

“Show her to her trailer, wouldya, Randy?”

Although Mr. Dark . . .

. . . um, The Spectre . . .

. . . um, Joe . . .

. . . watched her carefully, he let her go.

“Let me know if you need anything,” he offered.

When she walked away with Randy, the chill didn’t get much better. Apparently, The Spectre’s spell lasted long after he was gone.

“Don’t worry about him,” Randy grinned. “He’s an old softy. It’s me you need to worry about.”

Looking at this fresh-faced, all-American boy with sandy hair and blue eyes, it was a little hard to believe that. But Randy’s grin was infectious.

“It’s a lot the first day or two, but you’ll get used to it. We’ll be here till tomorrow, and then we’ll move on. Joe or someone else will get you the schedule. You’ll have the Princess’s old trailer.”

For a second, Lala stopped and stared.

“The Princess?”

It was a wonderfully circus-y name, but it said nothing of why the woman didn’t still need her trailer.

Randy shrugged.

“The flyer you’re replacing, Damita. Her name means ‘Baby Princess.’ Or, well, it did.”

Lala frowned.

“Her name changed its meaning?”

Also, part of her mind noted, didn’t Edith say it was Susan’s costume she had to alter?

Leading her up to the door of a well-used trailer, Randy leaned against the wall and stopped her before she went inside.

“Look, you’re new here. And you’re a midseason fill-in. With your own trailer.”

That cold feeling was getting even worse. Thoroughly creeped out, Lala stared at him.

“Did she get hurt? I figured she’d just gotten a bet—. . . um, bigger offer.”

That happened sometimes, she’d heard. Although, admittedly, flying was a high-risk profession. Sometimes, it was only a muscle pull or broken finger.

Sometimes, though, it was much, much worse.

Fearing she was seeing the truth in Randy’s eyes, she made herself ask, “She didn’t have a serious accident, did she?”

Staring at her for another long moment, Randy finally let her open the door and go inside, but he instructed, “See that throw rug?”

Lala definitely did. It was white and furry and didn’t match the rest of the kind of old, brown carpet.

“Lift it.”

Worriedly, Lala did. A second later, it surprised her that the scream was only in her head.

There was a huge, dark stain under the throw rug. While it looked like they’d tried to get it out, it wasn’t the kind of stain which left.

Glancing back to him anxiously, she saw his dark look.

“You don’t call multiple knife wounds an accident, do you?”

Shivering as she watched him, Lala saw him tap the side of the trailer once, pulling away.

“You’re our fourth girl flyer this season.”

Staring at him wide-eyed, she listened.

“Alessandro might not be someone you want to trust.”

And, with that dire warning and the fear that she might have just joined Cooger and Dark's Pandemonium Shadow Show, after all, Lala wondered if she shouldn’t be hopping back in Bryce’s battered truck and driving hell-for-leather the thousand miles back toward New York.
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Chapter 2—A Secret Life Behind the Greasepaint

Alessandro

[image: ]


Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn.

Stomping as he made his way through the dirt lot they were currently parked in far outside what passed for the city limits of Clarksville, Tennessee, Alessandro Almodovar could not believe they had let this happen.

I only agreed to work for Supernatural Oversight because they said they weren’t going to let anyone else get hurt. Now they’ve let yet another girl flyer be brought on board to get slaughtered after Damita?

Fortunately, there was a small wood nearby, so—not noticing anyone among the RVs—he stomped toward it.

Although with my luck, it’ll prove to be deer season or something, and I’ll get shot by some rando hick.

Still, he needed to make contact with S.O. and ask them just what the main supernatural police force thought it was doing these days.

While he would have liked to be able to call from his trailer, their resident Mr. Fix It, Sebastian, had lost his trailer in an accident a couple of weeks ago which they were lucky hadn’t killed him, too, and, since no one else had spoken up to take the useful old coot in, Alessandro was now sharing a space with a 60-year-old who thought overalls were a fashion must and would probably have gone into a panic had he seen anything which had come close to magic.

Suddenly making a calling through space and time where Sebastian might see was out, then.

Wondering what the yokels would think if they could see him—although thankfully he had enough magic to prevent that—Alessandro continued to stalk, his long, dark hair flowing behind him, as he tried not to sweat too much in the ridiculously-humid Tennessee heat. After all, he was still wearing his flying whites, which most hick men saw as girly.

Not that THEY could hang upside down and catch a full-grown woman in the air without ever dropping her.

And that said nothing of how much he could bench press if he needed to. Yet somehow, picking up a gun . . .

Which ANY idiot can do.

. . . made you a man.

Say what you will about this country, Grandpa. America is effed up sometimes.

Still mentally grousing, he moved into the woods enough not to be seen from the trailers but not quite enough to get lost. Then, putting up whatever shields he could from stray bullets aimed at helpless deer, he angrily circled his finger in the air and flicked at it. A moment later, he was talking to his contact.

“Hello, Alessandro,” the pretty blonde detective nodded to him. Her voice had its usual polite, well-raised—if not quite aristocratic—British tones. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you till tomorrow. Has something else happened?”

Really, Alessandro figured she knew nothing dire had. She had three undercover agents here that he knew about, aside from him.

Honestly, some days I wonder whether there’s anyone left over who CAN be our
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