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For those who grew wings from their wounds.
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The Boy with Wings for Hands

They threw him in our cage. 

I was half asleep when the door shrieked open and, for one glorious moment, there were no bars in my line of vision. I could see beyond the confines, out into the world where the humans walk around. The tarpaulin had been lifted, revealing a sprinkling of green grass and the outline of spindly trees. One of my feet twitched, as if it was desperate to run around and feel the grass between its toes. I had done that once before, many years ago. It hadn’t ended well. Did I dare to risk it again? 

I could have tried to escape. I could have used my inhuman speed to launch myself out of the cage. A tiny part of me was inches away from doing that. 

And then the moment passed and the two guards threw the boy unceremoniously inside.

“This won’t hurt a bit,” lied one of the guards as he pressed a needle into the boy’s neck and filled the syringe with ruby-colored blood. The boy winced, glaring at the two guards, but they were already retreating. One of them slid back the door and the enormous padlock clicked shut. The guard winked at me, an unpleasant expression on his face, as if to say I have you at my mercy. And I suppose he did. 

The boy lay winded on the sawdust floor. That’s when I saw them. The enormous white wings extending directly from his shoulders. He didn’t appear to have hands at all, but I tried not to stare as he got to his knees and looked around at us all. 

Six of us shared the cage—me, my parents, Glow In The Dark Woman, Red Boy, and Scaly Man. It had been a tight squeeze even before this newcomer. Someone, long ago, had put curtains up at every corner and in the two middle sections of the cage, affording us a tiny amount of privacy. I’d always shared one of the middle sections with the Glow In The Dark Woman, which was akin to having a humanoid-shaped nightlight. Apart from the beings in our cage, I never got to see anyone else, unless I briefly glimpsed one of them when we were performing. But, every so often, when the wind lifted the tarpaulin or when I walked to the main tent, I caught sight of the many other cages in the field. I didn’t let myself ask just how many of us Obsidian had captured. 

The six of us were all gathered in the center of the cage as the boy was thrown in our midst. I wondered how we appeared to him. Had he seen people like us before? He looked human—but then, I suppose, to some extent we did too. I wondered what alien planet they had plucked him from. There were plenty of winged aliens. 

The choker that Obsidian would have put around his neck stood out against his bronzed skin. A lump formed in my throat; he was too new to fully comprehend how that spiked choker would change his life. His dark eyes rested on me and I got my first proper look at his face. Though his wings were pure white, his hair was black and his eyes were navy. 

I wondered what language he spoke. In my time on Earth, I’d become fluent in English, Spanish, French, Italian, and German. I also spoke several alien tongues, but something told me I had misjudged this boy initially. He was no alien, in spite of the enormous wings sprouting from his shoulders. I tried English first. “Hello. I’m Sparrow.” 

He gave me a reluctant smile and extended a long wing. “They call me The Boy With Wings For Hands. You can see why.”

I solemnly shook his wing. Both of them were entirely unlike anything I’d ever seen before—and, considering I came from the planet Mykzon, that was saying a lot. The feathers were distinctly warm and, up close, they had a glittering sheen to them—almost like a pearl. They looked both beautiful and unnatural. “The Boy With Wings For Hands ... that will be your billing,” I said. “What about your actual name?” And, when he continued to look at me in wide-eyed silence, “What did your parents call you?”

“What parents?” His eyes slid away from mine and his already dark eyes turned darker. “I never knew my parents.”

Chastened, I tried again. “What did your friends call you, then?”

Sighing as if I were nothing more than a particularly irritating biting insect, the boy said, “Felix. But nobody’s called me that in a long time.”

“We try to call people by their names here,” my mother broke in, softly. “It becomes too easy to forget who we truly are otherwise. When we perform, we have to take on the personas of the people we play. But here in our cage we get to choose who we are.”

Felix looked at her, so blankly that, for a moment, I wondered if she was speaking in our native tongue. But then he said, “Sorry, perform? What the hell are we going to perform? Where am I? And who took me?”

The Red Boy piped up. “Obsidian.”

I couldn’t stop myself shivering, the way I always did when anyone mentioned her name. Sometimes, in my dreams, I saw her face. Her enormous smile plastered across it for the crowds. The way her grin shriveled into a sneer the minute the audience had filed out of the big tent. 

“This is a traveling show,” I explained. “Obsidian runs it. She’s from Mykzon. You know—the planet Mykzon.”

Felix pressed his fingers to his temple as if my words were giving him a headache. “So I’ve been abducted so I can join some alien circus troupe? Have I got that right?” Disbelief dripped from his voice. 

Scaly Man nodded, his scales catching the light. “You are correct,” he confirmed, in his deep voice. I had grown up with Scaly Man, whose real name was Saul, and I was used to his strange appearance, but I could see how a stranger might find him terrifying. His entire body was covered with lizard-like scales, giving his skin a rough, reptilian texture. He had been one of the most popular acts until Mermaid Girl arrived. 

Felix slumped in a corner of the cage, the bars digging into his skin. He didn’t look the way most people looked upon learning that Obsidian had chosen them. Most people screamed and tried to force the bars of the cage apart. Some people cried themselves to sleep. Some shouted until they were hoarse. Felix simply sat there, his wings folded back, in a curious silence. Almost as if he were actually relieved. “At least anyone’s better than Nick,” he muttered, half to himself.

Never say anything you don’t want to be heard when you’re with beings who have superior hearing. 

“Nick?” My parents looked at each other. “Who’s Nick?”

Felix raked a hand through his black hair and the curls danced. “Never mind.”

Glow In The Dark Woman exchanged a glance with my mother, as if to say He’s taking this very well. Looking at the turmoil in Felix’s dark eyes, I didn’t think he was taking it at all well. I could almost see the cogs grinding inside his head. 

“What planet are you from?” I asked him, scooting a little closer. 

He looked at me as if I’d just asked him what two plus two equaled. “What?”

I gestured at his glossy wings. “I mean, you seem human apart from......”

He glanced at his wings and then back at me. “I’m from Earth. I was born and raised in London, thanks very much. And I don’t know why I have them any more than you do, so there’s no point in asking me. Yes, I was born like this. Yes, I tried to get cured but the doctors said removing them would probably cause more harm than good. No, I’ve never had hands but I can do more with my feet and wings than most people can with their fingers. Does that answer all of your questions?” His gaze bored into me, challengingly.

It didn’t come close to answering my questions, but I didn’t get the impression the boy with wings for hands wanted to give me any answers. 

I shot a glance at my parents, to see if they found the situation as bizarre as I did. “Obsidian’s never had a human performer before...” I whispered. The Red Boy couldn’t seem to stop staring at Felix, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. I barely resisted the urge to do so myself. I’d never seen a human this close before. 

My mother’s face clouded. “Maybe Obsidian doesn’t know he’s human. He’s hardly typical of the species, with those wings.”

“If he’s human, why does he have wings?” piped up the Red Boy.

“He just said there was no point in asking that,” I reminded him. 

Felix glared at all of us. “I am right here, you know. I can hear you. It’s hands I don’t have, not ears.”

I swallowed. For some reason, I desperately wanted to make Felix like us. For him not to stare at us like he was picturing our violent and bloody deaths. “Maybe... don’t tell her you’re human?” 

“Why not? What would she do? Kill me?”

I swallowed, not wanting to answer that. So I just did my usual round of introductions. “These are my parents, Arlax and Mydenia. I’m Sparrow, as I said. That’s not my real name, by the way, it’s a nickname. This is Saul. The Red Boy is Pitchkin. And the Glow In The Dark Woman is Sallvinka. Most of us are from the Tenth Galaxy. My mother is half Mykzonian and my father is all Mykzonian. That makes me...”

“Three-quarters Mykzonian.” The boy looked at me, disdainfully. “I can do elementary maths.”

I shrugged, turning away, not wanting to let him know that he had hurt my feelings. I was only trying to be welcoming. I had hoped that maybe we could be friends—it had been so long since I had a friend my own age. I shivered, thinking of how badly it had ended when I’d last dared to make a friend. 

It was the boy who spoke next. “I don’t get why you’re here. Your own people keep you as slaves and make you perform like pet monkeys.”

I shrugged. I used to be like Felix, especially just a few short Earth years ago when I was fourteen. But, at the age of seventeen Earth years, I had sunk into a hopeless realization that this was my life. I was one of the Rarities and Fascinations at Obsidian’s Traveling Show of Rarities and Fascinations. Accepting it was easier than fighting it.

No nation appeared to be above capitalizing on their assets. Not even alien nations. As soon as we discovered Earth, my people decided to make the most out of the innocence of humans and show them creatures that, though normal to us, were bewildering to them.

Obsidian took this concept a step further with her traveling show, not caring how she obtained her rarities and fascinations. My parents had been taken from their place of employment back on Mykzon and forced into using their powers for the humans’ entertainment. I was bred in captivity. I had never seen life beyond those bars, except for the glittering falsity of the big tent. 

I couldn’t help but envy Felix, who had clearly seen something of the world before Obsidian found him. 

“What’s your act like, then?” he asked me. “What do you do to entertain the crowds?”

I shrugged. “Most Mykzonians come into a power before their teens.” For the longest time, I had thought I wasn’t going to. My father discovered he could create fire when he was twelve. My mother found she had the power to create ice when she was just eight Earth years. And, when my maternal grandmother died, my mother inherited her ability to control lightning. Together, she and my father put on quite a spectacular show. Such abilities were not unusual back on Mykzon—but try as I might in the early days, I couldn’t manufacture either ice or fire—or even less ambitious elements. 

There was a time my parents feared Obsidian would kill me—as she often did to those who could no longer perform or the ones whose abilities never manifested themselves. She gave every youngling until the age of ten to discover their powers and, if they didn’t, she deemed she had spent enough time and money on them. I’d seen her kill a little ten-year-old girl without even hesitating. Sometimes that haunted my dreams too. 

As my tenth birthday approached, I thought I would be next. 

My parents tried to be reassuring, but I knew they were worried too. One night, I overheard them talking about it. My mother’s hushed whispers carried over to me as she said, “You know Mykzonian women can pass on a power to their eldest child...”

I had lain back, reminding myself of how it worked. I was sure only one power, the ability the mother was born with, could be passed on to her child. The warning note in my father’s voice dragged my mind back to what he was saying. “Yes. What about it?”

My mother’s breath caught slightly. “I was thinking...”

“No.”

“But if we don’t do something, Sparrow could end up dead.”

“You know full well the only way a power can be passed on is for the mother to die. You are not taking your own life, Mydenia. And even if you did take your own life ... you might not even pass your power onto Sparrow. You’re only half-Mykzonian, remember? No. We’ll find another way.” 

I nearly choked at the idea of my mother ending her life so that I could inherit her power. I’d lain there, blood freezing in my veins. I fell asleep, thinking of plans to expedite my power manifesting itself. It didn’t work, of course.

And then it happened. Without warning. Without effort. Without me even knowing it was going to happen. 

It was just one bird at first. And then a second. And a third. They came to me, fluttering through the bars of the cage and landing on my shoulders and my arms. I could speak to them. They could speak to me. My mother said the birds on Mykzon were about the size of Earth cars and had a tendency to pick off the young or elderly if they were especially hungry. She used her ice powers to make me a sculpture of one, so real I could swear I heard its deafening squawk or felt the rush of its powerful wings. I could imagine being able to talk to those birds would be far more useful than talking to the tiny ones on Earth. Nevertheless, I was relieved I had a power. I was Bird Girl. 

Maybe that’s why they called me Sparrow, though I personally believe that was more to do with being scrawny. Unlike Obsidian and my mother, I never grew taller than about five feet, in human measurements. My parents said if I ever respawned, I might grow back stronger (but I wasn’t particularly keen on trying that on account of having to die before I could respawn).

“I don’t understand why you don’t just leave,” Felix said, insistently. “Why can’t we run away? Attack the guards and then escape?”

I touched the choker around my neck, its spikes pressing into my fingers. “You don’t think she makes us wear these because they look pretty, do you?”

His eyes dropped to my throat. I watched the pieces fall into place in his mind. “Can she zap us with these?”

I nodded. Three hard blinks and I managed to force the tears away. Don’t think about her. Not now. You don’t want to start crying like an infant in front of the new boy. Change the subject. Do some of the human small talk like they do in books.

“They’re programmed to detonate if we go a certain distance away from Obsidian. So many of us have been killed that way.” I bit my lip, unable to stop thinking of Shell. She had been so desperate to escape that she had run as far as she could. I’d watched the explosion, screaming at the top of my lungs for her to stop and turn around. 

“Then we remove them,” shot back Felix. “We remove them and we escape.”

My father shook his head. “We can’t tamper with them, lad. Only Obsidian can remove them. If you or I try, the effect is ... unpleasant.”

“We explode like bombs,” the Red Boy said, with macabre glee. 

“So you all just sit here and wait for her to call the shots?” demanded Felix. “How do you not die of boredom?”

I leaned back against the bars. I’d got used to the boredom long ago. And I was luckier than most. Occasionally, someone would leave a book behind in the stalls and one of the more good-natured guards might slide it to me between the bars. I’d tuck them inside my pockets, stroking them like they were treasure. I loved reading. History books. Puzzle books. Books for kids. Books for adults. Non-fiction. Fiction. Anything I could grab. Most of my knowledge of the outside world came from the books I read. Stepping into fantasy lands and surrounding myself with imaginary protagonists whose lives were infinitely worse than my own gave me comfort. Even now, when it was harder to slip into another world, I still kept my books close by, hiding them under my blankets in case Obsidian caught sight of them. “We manage,” I muttered.

Felix snorted. “Well, I’m not going to just ‘manage.’”

Glow In The Dark Lady smiled. “Keep that fighting spirit you’ve got there, boy. It’ll come in handy one day.”

Felix turned to look at me. “You’ve never wanted to escape?”

I leaned back against the bars, feeling the cold of the iron seep through my clothes and into my skin. “Of course I’ve wanted to escape.” I didn’t tell him I used to think of nothing else when I was fourteen. That I’d thought of every plan from building a tunnel to taking a human as a hostage mid-show and seeing if they’d let us go in exchange for their life. 

No matter what I thought of, every scenario always ended the same way—with my orange blood and purple guts spread all over planet Earth. 

I had learned what Felix would have to: that if you wanted to survive the circus life, you had to shut up, contort your face into a smile, and perform. That, and only that, would keep you alive. 

At least, it would until Obsidian decided otherwise. 
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Obsidian

I couldn’t remember the first time I ever saw Obsidian. Almost in the same way I couldn’t remember the first time I saw my parents’ faces—she was part of my life since I was a baby. There had never been a time where I hadn’t been aware of her long green hair or her booming voice. There had never been a time when she wasn’t ordering us about or forcing us to perform or killing one of us. 

When she brought Felix and me out of our cage and took us into the big tent to watch us run through our acts, I tried to imagine I was seeing her for the first time—like Felix was. What would he think of her? 

Obsidian stood tall—taller than most Earth women—at about seven feet high. When the lights went up and the show began, she would be taller still, wearing her sparkly heeled boots. Even without her finery and with only battered overalls and scuffed shoes, she was striking. Her long hair glowed the color of emeralds and sparkled with a jewellike quality every time it caught the light. Her thin face bore more resemblance to felines than humanoids, having a slightly triangular shape to it. Her body was also lithe and catlike. She had long ago learned to show it off in tight-fitting catsuits and leotards, telling us all that it brought in more takings. And perhaps it did, though we never saw any of those takings. 

Towering above us both, she glanced from me to Felix and back again. “I want you two to combine your acts,” she said. Her voice made me think of the spikes on our chokers. “Bird Girl and The Boy With Wings For Hands. It’s a perfect fit.”

I shivered. My act had always been me on my own, me and my birds. I would summon them to me, we would entertain the crowd for twenty minutes, and then they would pick me up and fly me out of the tent. I failed to see how my act could possibly be improved by introducing a winged boy to it. 

I knew better than to challenge Obsidian’s vision. Felix, alas, did not. “I don’t want to perform in your stupid circus.”

Obsidian slowly turned her head to face him. Her green eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe I asked,” she replied, quietly. Her hand slipped down to touch the belt she always wore. It was decorated with all manner of gemstones and buttons—and I knew one of those buttons would detonate Felix’s choker in a matter of seconds. 

I placed my hand on his wing and his feathers recoiled at my touch. “We’d be delighted to perform together,” I lied, hoping it was convincing enough.

Obsidian’s finger left the button on her belt and she talked us through her vision for our act. Like most of her ideas, it was visually spectacular. I wondered what Felix thought of her plan; if he minded being shown off to quite such an extent. The expression on his face was hard to read. Perhaps even he realized Obsidian knew how to put on a show.

There was nobody in the world I hated more than Obsidian, but I had to admit: the woman had a knack for entertaining. 

When she had put us through our paces at least fifty times and I had at least thirty bruises, she flashed a rare smile at us. “Good. Keep practicing.” She gestured to her guards. “Make sure you don’t go anywhere or they’ll kill you.” To her guards, she said, “Bring them a drink if they start to look faint. Return them to their cage when it gets dark.” Glowering back at us, she roared, “Did I say you could stop practicing? Keep going!”

My hearts jumped, the way they always did when she shouted. Her alien voice resonated so deeply, like the growl of a furious cat, and always made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I immediately resumed practicing with Felix, even though my legs and arms were aching and my dry mouth felt like the inside of a cactus. 

We must have looked faint, or perhaps the guards were kindhearted, for they brought us water as soon as Obsidian left the tent and let us stop to gulp it down.

“How long have you been doing this?” Felix asked, wiping beads of water away from his lips. 

“Ever since my power manifested itself. Speaking to birds didn’t seem like that much of a gift at first and Obsidian was going to kill me, but my parents convinced her it would make a spectacular show. I got top billing recently.” I couldn’t help but smile with pride. The acts with top billing were virtually immune from Obsidian’s displeasure. They brought in the most money and attracted the biggest crowd. 

It was the lowest billed acts who needed to worry—if Obsidian needed to cut costs or someone displeased her or she was simply in a bad mood, those were the ones she targeted first. And she wouldn’t hesitate to kill without warning. I decided against telling Felix this, reasoning that he was probably overwhelmed enough. 

“I’m not doing this forever,” Felix whispered to me.

I glanced nervously at the guards, but they were starting a game of chess and about to be lost to the world for the next few hours. “What do you mean?” I whispered back. 

A grim look darkened Felix’s eyes. “I’ve dealt with tougher characters than Obsidian.”

I sincerely doubted that. 

Felix continued, “I’m not performing in some freak show. No offence.” 

If I was being strictly honest ... offence was definitely taken. I might have been an alien, but I had feelings. Did that mean Felix thought I was weird? Or ugly? Self-consciously, I folded my arms over my body. I could see my reflection in the huge mirrors lining the walls of the tent.

I didn’t look vastly different from your average human girl. I’ll admit, my hair was bright blue, but a casual human observer might have assumed this was the product of hair dye. My skin was paler than most humans’, but most Mykzonians were extremely pale, as our planet had no sun. (Yeah, I’ve no idea how any of the life forms survive either—and I’ve long since given up the dream of escaping back to Mykzon to find out.) Even though I was born and raised on Earth, my exposure to this planet’s brightest star had been limited, so I remained as pale as my predecessors. 

Unlike Obsidian and my own mother, I hadn’t yet grown to full height, and I suspected that being raised in captivity may have stunted my growth. I barely reached five feet, and only then if I stood on my tiptoes—making me much smaller than average for a Mykzonian, though probably passable as a human girl. 

I liked to think of myself as fairly normal and, if I ever got the chance to explore this planet we had found ourselves on, I hoped I wouldn’t stick out enough to be a spectacle or the subject of ridicule. Felix, it seemed, did not share this view.

“Do you think I’m a freak?” I blurted out, unable to hold back the words.

Felix blinked at me. “Look, as I said, I didn’t mean to be rude. I just... I just want to get out of here, okay?” He smoothed a wing through his black waves. “This whole thing was a mistake.”

“What thing?” I didn’t comment on the fact that he had avoided my previous question. Well, let him think I was a freak if he wanted to. He would have been seen as a complete and utter weirdo back on Mykzon, with that bronzed skin and black hair. And those wings? You couldn’t get much freakier than that. “So who were your parents?” I asked, when it became apparent he wasn’t going to answer either of my questions. “What happened to them?”

Felix narrowed his eyes. “I have no idea. I never knew them. They abandoned me in an alley to die when I was a baby. Probably because of these.” He shook one of his wings, glaring at it as if he despised it. 

I swallowed. What are you supposed to say to something like that? Everything I thought of seemed so trite. “I’m really sorry,” I began.

“Yeah, everyone’s always really sorry about it. But do you know what that changes? Absolutely nothing.” Felix’s voice rose with anger and then he seemed to stuff the emotion back down. Almost as if it was a living creature he was wrestling with. “Look, I’m sorry, Swallow. I don’t mean to be rude, like I said.”

“Sparrow,” I snapped. I had tried really hard to befriend this surly youth and he couldn’t even remember my name. “S. P. A. R...”

“Yeah, I can spell!” he interrupted. “Sparrow. Sorry.” A ragged sigh escaped him and then he said, “I want to be friends, okay? I’m sorry I was such a...” He finished the sentence with one of the rudest Earth words I’d ever heard. 

I giggled, a dark blush sweeping up my cheeks. I very rarely heard language like that. Swearing was very much frowned upon by my people, and, though I’d often felt like calling someone a rude Mykzonian word, I knew my parents would discipline me with enough vigor to make it less than worthwhile. Maybe this boy would be fun, after all. 

“Friends?” he said, holding out the tip of his wing to me.

I gently took it and shook it once again. “Friends. We have to stick together or we won’t survive.” 

Felix nodded and drained the last of his water. “I meant what I said, Sparrow. I don’t plan on sticking around here longer than I have to. When I get my chance to escape, and believe me, I will get my chance to escape, I’m going to take it.” 

I hadn’t realized how close he had gotten to me, but he had taken a step closer with each of his last four words, presumably to add extra emphasis, and now towered above me. He had to be around six feet high and his enormous wings made him seem even larger, adding bulk to his otherwise slender frame. That being said, his chest was muscular and, as I dropped my gaze, his legs were also strong. 

“How did you survive?” I whispered. “When you were abandoned in the alleyway?”

Felix shrugged. “People took me in. They didn’t always have my best interests at heart. And some of them weren’t who I thought they were.”

I remembered the name he had said during his first night in the cage. “People like Nick?”

The effect that name had on him was unexpected. His reaction was immediate and visceral. His dark eyes narrowed and he glanced over his shoulder furtively, as if my saying the name might have summoned the individual it belonged to. “How the hell do you know about Nick?” he growled.

“You mentioned him. You were relieved that he hadn’t captured you. On your first night here, remember?” I prompted.

Felix’s wings dropped slightly, relaxing. “Right. Yes.” Was it my imagination or was that a bead of sweat on his brow? Just who was this Nick and why did his very name make Felix look so hunted? “Well, hopefully I’ll never have to see Nick again. Or his gang.”

“Obsidian isn’t the best of leaders, but she does protect us,” I admitted. “If someone is after you, this is the safest place to be.”

The guards glanced over, as if they had suddenly remembered they were meant to be keeping an eye on us. “Hey, stop nattering and get on with your practice!” called one of them.

“Check,” the other one said. 

The first guard let out an extremely rude exclamation that would have earned him severe punishment back on Mykzon and stared fixedly at the board. Within seconds, it was on fire.

“You always do that when I win!” roared the other guard.

“You hadn’t won. You didn’t have checkmate!”

“I was about to until you incinerated our board!”

“If you’re not careful, I’ll incinerate you with it!”

I knew their banter was good-natured, so I turned back to Felix and we continued practicing our act. All the same, his words hung heavily in my brain, like trees weighed down with snow. There had been something about the determined look in his eyes and the deep conviction of his voice that unsettled me. I knew better than most people that Obsidian was, without doubt, the most dangerous being on this planet. She had earned herself a reputation on Mykzon for being cruel to her workers—and that was when there were regulations to keep her in line. Her show back then had been subject to frequent checks to ensure she treated her performers with care and respect. We would never have been allowed to be her slaves back then. 

On Earth, she was bound by no such regulations and any officials who dared to challenge her met with an untimely end. We’d all seen it happen. 

I didn’t want to see it happen to Felix.
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Chapter Three
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All Part of the Show

Obsidian’s Traveling Show of Rarities and Fascinations had been all over Earth. From New York to Las Vegas to Paris to London—we had seen the glory of Earth’s cities from behind bars or inside a giant tent. These days, though, we seemed to have settled down in the United Kingdom.

The night of Felix’s first show, we were in London. Obsidian’s shows always attracted significant attention—after all, she had been clever enough to start the only circus on Earth featuring alien performers. Something like that was always going to bring the crowds in their droves. 

It both amused and stung me to see how Obsidian could switch from cruel ringmaster to crowd-pleaser, almost in the same breath. For years, I’d watched her morph into a glittering, shimmering phenomenon, one that mesmerized every human regardless of age or gender. Obsidian was a natural performer—and not one person in her audience ever thought to ask how she treated her rarities and fascinations. 

In the past, we had tried to send a subtle message to the crowd that we were being forced to do these shows. We had tried writing a note and slipping it into someone’s hand during audience participation. We had tried creating a huge sign and bringing it out mid-show. (Two of my parents’ friends lost their lives for that one and the crowd thought it was part of the act.) The humans were too innocent or too hypnotized by Obsidian’s glamour to realize how unhappy any of us were. A little glitter and several sparkling outfits and the humans were all fooled, bless them. 

London was extraordinarily hot on the day of Felix’s first show. The warmth of the sun leaked through our cage, even though it was covered with a tarpaulin. I felt like the heat might choke me. It must have been the height of summer, my least favorite time of year. 

When Obsidian called Felix and me into the ring, I stared at the faces in the crowd. Another packed tent. Everyone was laughing, in a good mood from the previous act. 

My tongue glued itself to the roof of my mouth. I had never shared the spotlight. What if Felix let me down? What if he made a fool of us both? What if, stars forbid it, we were taken off the top billing? 

I called my birds to me, every one of them fluttering on cotton-soft wings, to obey my command. We performed our usual tricks. Was it my imagination or was the audience less interested in me than usual? They should have been looking at me—I was the one doing the tricks—but they seemed to only have eyes for Felix. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see them pointing at him, at his shimmering wings.

The spotlight shifted from me to him, and in one swooshing motion, his wings shot upwards, perfectly in time with the music. 

Even I turned to look at him, mesmerized by the sight of his glorious wings. They wrapped around me, lifting me up just as we had practiced, and throwing me upwards. The air rushed out of my lungs and my second stomach lurched. The ground hurtled back towards me and my throat felt like something invisible was squeezing it. Just when I thought I was certain to hit the sawdust, Felix swooped underneath me and caught me on his back. He flew around the ring and I could hear the whisper of his wings and feel the breeze from them fan my face. I swallowed hard, hating the way the world rushed past in a blur and the way I felt so utterly at his mercy. 

When Felix set me down on the ground, it was gently. The roar of applause made my eardrums ache. The crowd loved it. 

Felix swooped upwards again, leaving me on the ground, and darted into the audience. Hovering in front of a little girl, he said a few words to her parents and then one of them placed the child on his back. Far more carefully than he had with me, Felix flew around the tent. The little girl’s mouth opened wide as she screamed with delight. I couldn’t stop the smile breaking onto my face. I had never seen a child so happy before. I needn’t have worried about Felix—he was clearly a natural performer. Every so often, his wingtip brushed the edge of his choker, as if it weighed heavy on his neck. I bit my lip, wondering how much of his newfound enthusiasm for performing came from a reluctance to be blown up. 

When our show ended and we were taken back to our cage, I smiled at him. “You were great. That little girl loved it.”

“All part of the show,” he said, curtly. But I thought I saw him smile.

My parents hugged me tightly. “We’ve never heard so much applause!” exclaimed my mother.

“It wasn’t for me.” A knot of worry tightened in my third stomach. I had worried that Felix wouldn’t be popular with the crowds. Now I started to worry that he might be too popular. What if everyone liked him better than me? What if I got dropped from top billing? “It was for Felix.”

Felix shrugged and waved away my parents’ praise as if he was brushing sawdust off his shoes. “All part of the show,” he repeated. 

That night, Obsidian did the rounds, as she always did after a show. When she came to our cage, she looked from me to Felix with a piercing gaze. “You pleased the crowd,” she said, finally. “Keep it up.”

I explained to Felix that this was the closest Obsidian would ever get to issuing praise. He didn’t seem to care either way. 

Our next show was the following night and, from whispers I’d heard from the guards, I knew it had sold out. The Boy With Wings For Hands attracted the crowd in a way nobody had done since we acquired Mermaid Mel. 

I felt different tonight. I was usually fairly at ease in front of the crowd. I was never a natural performer, the way my parents were, but having been in the spotlight for years, you learn how to work the crowd. You learn how to quickly assess who wants to participate and who wants to be left alone to enjoy the show. All things that Felix, apparently, knew without even trying. I couldn’t help a stab of jealousy slicing its way through all my eight hearts. And I hated myself for being jealous. Felix and I were (sort of) friends. I should be pleased for him. Settling into a life like this couldn’t be easy and yet that’s how he made it look. Why wasn’t I more supportive? Why did his success cause that knot of worry inside me to tighten even more?

I adjusted my sparkling pink leotard and caught a glance of my reflection in the mirror. No wonder the crowds liked Felix better. He didn’t stand around like I did. The humans probably took one look at me, a too-short Mykzonian girl with a terrified expression on an overly pale face, and mentally dismissed me. And I didn’t blame them. I took a deep breath and steadied my nerves, calling for my birds in our secret language, as I stepped into the bright lights.

Felix lingered, out of sight, waiting for the right moment to make his entrance. Everyone’s eyes were on me.

For the first time in my entire life, I heard something I had never heard before.

A boo. 

It was soft, but unmistakably a boo.

One turned into many and the crowd chanted, “The Boy With Wings For Hands! We want The Boy With Wings For Hands!” over and over.

Stumbling backwards, I tripped over my own feet and landed on my back in the sawdust. My birds took off in shock, deserting me. 

The roar of the crowd was all I could hear, as if it had burrowed its way into my brain and was now stuck in my head, repeating on a loop. “We want The Boy With Wings For Hands!” The words lodged in my chest like a shard of glass. Tears stabbed the back of my eyes and I tried to blink them away. The cacophony of chanting continued. 

A giant wing shot out in front of me and I looked up to see Felix. Reluctantly, and more for the benefit of the crowd than because I wanted his assistance, I let him help me to my feet. The crowd cheered. If I was lucky, maybe they would think it was part of the act. Maybe Obsidian wouldn’t notice.

Felix worked the crowd with that effortless magnetism he had about him. Like Obsidian, he could switch it off and on and I wondered if this glowing, sparkling boy was really the same sullen individual who lived in the same cage as me. He seemed so happy, so alive, his face bursting into grins every time he gave a child a ride on his back.

When he picked me up to throw me around midair like an acrobat, I thought I would be sick. Down on the ground, I could see an angle I’d never seen before: Obsidian waiting at the back of the tent. She watched me with a predatory gaze, the way I imagined a hawk would watch an unsuspecting mouse. Her emerald hair sat piled up on her head and her glorious eyes burned into me. I knew that she had seen me fall and I knew I would pay for it. 

When she came to our cage after the show, I was surprised when she said absolutely nothing to me. To Felix, she barked, “Keep doing what you’re doing.” To the Red Boy, she said, “You’re moving up a bill spot.” To Mr. Scaly and Glow In The Dark Woman, she said, “You’re both moving down.” This didn’t upset them too much, as they were already billed quite highly. Glow In The Dark Woman was particularly popular during the winter, when the crowd could really appreciate the way her entire body lit up and emitted a pulsing light. They should try going to
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