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Epigraph

‘Sun-bright days bring summer to town with warm weather. Then the meadows quickly bloom with blossom, and bliss mounts up throughout the earth.’

From The Menologium, or the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
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Prologue

The sun streams through the open patio doors. An elderly man is surrounded by his grandchildren; he cannot be tempted out into the brightness of the garden as he has misplaced his hat, but he has permitted his armchair to be moved closer to the door so that the grandchildren spill out on to the grass as they listen to him. There is a bowl of strawberries on a small table beside him, and glasses of apple juice with melting ice cubes and soggy straws.

‘You promised us another story about Whetherwhy,’ one grandchild says.

‘We want to know what happens next,’ another says.

‘Can you remember what happened in the last chronicle, before you find out what happens next?’ asks the grandfather with a whiskery smile.

‘Yes, of course,’ says another grandchild. ‘The first chronicle was about Juniper and Rafferty and how Juniper found out she was an enchanter and so went to school in … in …’

‘In Stormgrove,’ the eldest grandchild supplies. ‘At the Thistledown Academy of Enchantment.’

‘That she did,’ the grandfather agrees. ‘But what does it mean to be an enchanter?’

‘That you can use the magic of all four seasons,’ the first grandchild says, a little smugly. ‘Not just one season like everyone else.’

‘But her brother went to Stormgrove too,’ a small grandchild says. ‘Because he didn’t want to be left behind. He went to be an apprentice at a bookbinder, but the people who owned the shop turned out to be bad and wanted to steal Juniper’s magic. But it was all okay in the end.’

‘We haven’t got to the end yet,’ the grandfather points out.

‘We haven’t even got to the second chronicle,’ the eldest says. ‘Is that it?’ They point at a large, old book propped up against their grandfather’s chair. All the grandchildren are desperate for more stories of the island of Whetherwhy, where magic grows from the changing seasons and fantastical creatures called Knots and Tangles roam. They have a lot of questions about the chronicles, but not many answers. With a smile, their grandfather picks up the book, which looks much the same as the first – leather-bound and travel-worn.

‘It is the next chronicle, yes,’ he says. ‘Although this one tells of what happened in Whetherwhy thirteen years after Juniper learned she was an enchanter. Thirteen years after she and Rafferty stopped the Papercut Society from stealing magic that wasn’t theirs. Thirteen years since Oleander Young fled Thistledown after helping the society.’

‘Thirteen years!’ a grandchild said indignantly. ‘But I want to know what happens to Juniper and Rafferty.’

‘I didn’t say that you wouldn’t,’ says the grandfather sternly. ‘But before we find out where their paths led, you need to hear the story of a boy called Elio, whose father ran away to join the circus.’
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The thing about living in a circus is that every day is the same and every day is different. Every few days, you’re travelling to a new town or city and the air feels colder or hotter or drier or saltier. There’s the itchy, unsettled feeling of a village that isn’t quite sure what it thinks about circuses and their folk or the fizzy excitement of a welcoming town, where the breeze almost seems to smell of popcorn before the kernels have started popping. But the shape of Elio Gale’s days was less varied. There were travel days and show days and occasionally rest days, but they all revolved round the routines of the animals he cared for – both the non-magical beasts that carried them from place to place and the enchanted Tangles that performed in the show.

‘Are the creatures ready?’ a voice shouted from somewhere outside the tent where Elio was preparing the magical animals.

‘Ready when you are,’ he called back as he cast an eye over tonight’s stars: miniature tigers practising their roars that sent out little bursts of fire and soot, peacocks with tail feathers made of ice crystals that never melted and, Elio’s personal favourite, the mice who looked entirely normal – apart from the beautiful wings that sprang from their backs. People flocked from near and far to see the incredible Tangles of Circus Astra. They were all made by ringleader and enchanter Stella, who was an expert at manipulating the threads of magic that made up the island of Whetherwhy. Stella wove and unravelled Tangles as she pleased and impatiently assured Elio that they were more than happy to perform in the circus for they were, as their name indicated, mere tangles of enchantment. And, regardless of what Elio thought, everything at Circus Astra was decided by Stella.

Elio handed the Tangles to the newest trapeze artist, Colt, who gave a thumbs-up and disappeared into the big top with the mice fluttering around his ears, the tigers at his feet and the icy peacocks stalking haughtily behind him. When Colt had come to find work with Circus Astra, Stella had asked him, as she asked all new recruits, what his magic was, for everyone in Whetherwhy had a little bit of magic that grew from one of the seasons. Not many were enchanters like Stella, and she preferred to employ those with summer magic in their veins, because summer was the magic of revelation and celebration, warmth and sharing, and it lent itself to performance and confidence. And tonight was particularly rich with it as it was the Summer Ember Day, the celebration that marked the beginning of the season. Potent with magic and joy, the circus was decked out with extra decorations in gold and pink and purple alongside its usual celestial-themed banners and hangings.

The four seasonal Ember Days always made Elio feel a little odd, but the Summer Ember Day in particular gave him a sort of tug in his stomach. He’d wondered if this meant he had summer magic, but he was unlikely to ever know, as, despite the fact that he had turned thirteen in time for the last round of magical tests, no letter had come for him from the Council of Months to invite him to attend, and his father hadn’t taken him.

‘Just an administrative error, I’m sure,’ his father, Jonah, had said, without meeting his eye. ‘We’ll sort it out when we get a quiet moment, but it doesn’t change who you are inside. I sometimes wonder if any of us really need to know.’ But that quiet moment never came. The circus was always busy and always moving, and Jonah never mentioned it again.

Fifteen minutes later, a breathless Colt emerged again from the big top at the tent flap where Elio was waiting to take the Tangles from him.

‘There’s nothing like the thrill of the applause,’ Colt said, a sheen of sweat on his tanned forehead. ‘Never wished you could get into the ring yourself?’

‘Oh no.’ Elio laughed. ‘I like it much better backstage. I don’t like being the centre of attention. Much prefer looking after this lot.’ One of the mice fluttered up and landed on his shoulder, and Elio gave it a gentle stroke.

‘Each to their own,’ Colt said, downing a tankard of water from the barrel that stood by the tent flap for that purpose. ‘I wouldn’t change it for the world, though. I was in a theatre in Saltgate before I came here, but I fancied something a bit less proper and, when you were last in town, I knew this was perfect. Do you go through Saltgate much?’

‘Every few years,’ Elio said, a little distracted as he tried to keep track of the tiny tigers, who were a distinct fire risk. ‘There’s never much time to explore, though. You know how it is.’

‘Saltgate’s a great place,’ Colt said, putting the tankard down and dunking his whole head into the barrel. ‘Not as grand as Stormgrove, of course, but all the better for it. Being the second city of the island means you get all the fun of a big place, but everyone takes themselves a little less seriously. It has a mischievous spirit, does Saltgate – next time we pass through I’ll show you its charms. Were you tucked away back here last time you passed through?’

‘Yep.’ Elio nodded. ‘Jonah and I have been here since I was a baby, and I’ve been looking after the animals since I was old enough to be useful.’ But, before he could go on, one of the tiny tigers sent a spark of fire on to the edge of the tent and Elio had to stamp it out. He gave the miniature tiger a stern glare, and it looked appropriately chastened.

‘Thanks for your help,’ Colt said with a broad smile and a pat on Elio’s shoulder. ‘I’ll see you in the mess tent for grub after the show?’

‘Almost definitely.’

Once the Tangles were safely back in their variously kitted-out cages and boxes, Elio went to peep through the tent flap to watch the end of the show. Stella was wearing her customary outfit of top hat, slim black trousers, knee-high boots, a crisp white shirt and a black jacket with tails, embroidered with the patterns of the night sky in gold and silver thread. As it was Ember Day, she had added a purple silk scarf round her neck and a pink flower in her bright white hair.

‘My dear friends,’ she called, her voice amplified by an enchanted speaking horn. ‘We are coming to the end of tonight’s performance. We are honoured you have chosen to celebrate your Summer Ember Day here with all of us and we are delighted to have shared it with you. This is our final night here in Arrowfell and we hope you have had a magnificent time. Circus Astra will return, but for now, my friends, please welcome back the stars of Circus Astra for one last display of wonder!’ 
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The crowd went wild as the acrobats and clowns and musicians spilled back out on to the sawdust for the spectacular finale that Elio had seen so many times before. The splendour never became commonplace to him – he loved to see his friends work their magic and get the huge cheers they deserved. He especially loved watching his friend Lida as she performed her jaw-dropping acrobatics, flinging herself from bar to beam, glittering in her sparkling dress made of flounces of tulle over colourful leggings, with flowers in her curly black hair.

‘It never gets old for you, does it?’ said a voice behind him, and Elio turned to see his father with his familiar, careworn face. Jonah was Circus Astra’s bookkeeper and responsible for looking after the budgets, receipts and contracts.

‘The audiences are new,’ Elio said, watching as the faces gasped and smiled and laughed and cheered. ‘I like thinking about what they’ll go home and talk about, and wondering which their favourite Tangles were.’

‘I’m glad you’re happy here, son,’ Jonah said. Elio didn’t reply. ‘You are happy here, aren’t you?’ Jonah pushed.

‘Yes, I am,’ replied Elio. ‘I love the people and the animals and the show. I wouldn’t want to swap this for a normal life or normal work …’ He hesitated. ‘We see so much of the island but so little at the same time. And sometimes … sometimes I wonder what it might be like to wake up and not know what the day had in store. Do you ever wonder what life is like outside the big top?’

‘I’ve seen a bit of it,’ said Jonah quietly. ‘It had its charms and it had its difficulties. And this is the best place for us at the moment – I’m sure of it. We’ll keep to our place and let others keep to theirs. Most people aren’t worth knowing.’

‘Do you really believe that?’ Elio asked in surprise, and Jonah shrugged.

‘Some days I do, some days I don’t,’ he said. ‘It’s safe here. Safe enough, anyway.’

‘Safe from what?’ said Elio, thinking of the myriad dangers that came from living in a circus that surely most normal folk didn’t have to worry about.

‘I just like to know where you are, like any father,’ Jonah said. ‘You never know what’s out there and you’re important to me. To us all.’ And, after a long look at his son, he headed over to the mess tent. Elio watched him go, the familiar mix of love and frustration mingling. They looked alike – matching dark brown hair and eyes, matching gangly limbs – but the similarities were primarily physical. Jonah was a shy, nervous man – not what one might think was a natural fit for circus life – but it was clear that something kept him tied here. Jonah didn’t talk about Elio’s mother, but Elio had always presumed that whatever had happened to her was what made Jonah a little skittish, and he was content to go on as they were, for now at least. It was not that he didn’t like their life – it was just that the edges of it pressed on him too much sometimes, making him feel as if he couldn’t take a deep enough breath.

Elio turned back to the tent as the final eruption of cheers spilled into the night air. As they were staying put in Arrowfell tonight before travelling onwards tomorrow, there was little that he needed to do other than the final checks on the Tangles and making sure the non-magical animals were fed and watered. He carefully made his rounds, finishing with the horses, as he loved them best. Only the magical animals performed, but they had many horses to transport the circus from place to place with their trailers and wagons, earning their few days of rest in each town. Elio’s favourite horse ambled over to meet him, knowing there’d be chin scratches and an apple.

‘I thought I’d find you here,’ called Lida as she came to stand beside him and the horse, still wearing her floaty dress, but with an embroidered scarf round her arms.

‘How was your show?’ Elio asked.

‘Same as always,’ she said.

‘Do you reckon you’ll still be doing this when you’re old and grey?’ he asked her.

‘I’m not sure I’ll be bendy enough when I’m old and grey,’ Lida said with a laugh. ‘But maybe I’ll be running my own circus by then. Maybe we will, together. Unless we run away on a pirate ship, of course.’

‘If only,’ Elio said wistfully. ‘Imagine being out on the ocean, seeing the edges of the world.’

‘I think a grand adventure would suit you, Elio,’ Lida said, poking him affectionately in the side.

‘Jonah would never let me go, even if a grand adventure walked right into the circus and offered me its hand,’ Elio said ruefully.

‘He’d be okay,’ said Lida. ‘He just loves you. But find your adventure first, then you can worry about him. Right now, I’m more interested in the adventure waiting for us in the mess tent. Clem’s made a spicy bean stew that made Colt’s nose run when he tried it this afternoon.’ She grabbed Elio’s hand and pulled him towards the noise and warmth and smells of the mess tent, where there was a great vat of stew with bread and butter as well as a big pile of shortbread sandwiched together with lemon curd. Elio and Lida thanked Clem and grabbed their bowls. They went to sit in their usual corner, where they could chat and observe without anyone bothering them.

Jonah tended to sit with the other non-performers – the food-sellers and builders and costumers and the woman who was both doctor and vet and fortune-teller. The circus was a big family with all the bickering and love that that entailed, and the only person who didn’t eat with the group was Stella. Circus folk fell into one of two camps – either you’d been hand-selected by Stella or you turned up one day and Stella decided if you could stay. Lida belonged to the first category. When they had passed through her town three years ago, Stella had noticed her tumbling and somersaulting in a meadow and offered her an apprenticeship on the spot, even though she hadn’t yet had her magical test – but Lida wanted to go with Circus Astra, and her grandfather had let her. Jonah and Elio were in the second category.

As Lida and Elio ate, Colt wandered past and dropped a folded piece of paper at their feet with a mischievous grin. Elio opened it to see a poster advertising an Ember Day dance in a tavern in Arrowfell.

‘I thought maybe you could use a bit of fun, spread your wings a bit,’ Colt said quietly. ‘Me and some of the others are headed down shortly if you two would like to join?’

‘I don’t think—’ Elio started to decline before Lida interrupted him.

‘That sounds great. Thanks, Colt,’ she said, taking the poster from Elio, refolding it and putting it in her pocket. ‘Where shall we meet you?’

‘Down by the back gate,’ he said. ‘In about ten minutes.’

‘My pa won’t let me,’ Elio said. ‘He’ll be worried sick.’

‘He doesn’t need to know,’ Lida said. ‘You’re thirteen now, Elio, and this is just a normal, sleepy town on an Ember Day. We’ll be back before he even realises you’ve gone.’

Elio balanced the guilt at sneaking out against his overwhelming desire to go, and nodded his agreement, unable to completely suppress his grin of excitement. 
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At the appointed time, Lida and Elio met with Colt and a small group of the younger circus workers and performers by the back gate. In Whetherwhy, it was largely agreed that one was old enough to look after one’s self after the magical test at thirteen, which was also the age that mandatory schooling stopped and further education or apprenticeships began. If it wasn’t for Jonah, no one would bat an eyelid at Elio visiting the town, especially with his de facto older brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles. Most of them were wearing their regular post-show clothes, but a couple of them had made a bit of effort for Ember Day with some colourful scarves, flowers in buttonholes and thoughtfully done hair.

The small, merry group set off towards the centre of Arrowfell. They were only a few fields from the outskirts of the small town so it did not take long to wander down.

‘Are you hoping to find a beau?’ Lida teased Florian as they walked. He was one of the other acrobats and was wearing a very clean shirt and a dusting of silver on his cheekbones.

‘You never know who you might meet,’ he said with a laugh. ‘The audiences here have been fun!’

‘Including that young man who gave you the poster?’ said Colt with a wink.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ said Florian, blushing.

‘But you can’t leave the circus, even if you fall in love,’ Lida said seriously.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I think a little cottage in the hills would suit me just fine,’ Florian said. ‘I’m starting to yearn to stay in one place for more than a couple of nights, to fill a pantry, to be part of neighbourhood gossip. What do you reckon, Elio?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Elio said. ‘If I was going to leave – not that my pa would ever leave – I wouldn’t want to swap it for staying still, I don’t think, but … Anyway, it doesn’t matter, because I like it here and so does Jonah.’ Florian looked at Elio as if he was going to say something further, but decided against it, and let the conversation move on to where the circus was headed after Arrowfell.



Stella largely seemed to let her moods and instincts guide where they travelled. They might visit a town three times in one year and then never again, or visit another like clockwork every June. As an enchanter, she could see and use the old moon roads – the secret magical roads that followed the light of the moon and let their travellers arrive in a fraction of the time, if they were used correctly. Stella also liked the air of mystery it provided by popping up unexpectedly, Elio was sure. The only real criterion was avoiding the paths of the other travelling circuses of Whetherwhy, although the only one that Stella deigned to take seriously was Blackthorn’s Circus, as it too was run by an enchanter. Both she and the eponymous Blackthorn looked down on the Diamond Circus, which only visited towns too small for the notice of the others.

‘More like the Quartz Circus,’ Stella said dismissively when they heard about it from audiences (although Elio thought that was not a bad name for a circus at all).

‘I think we’ll head west tomorrow,’ said Momoko, who designed and made all the costumes. ‘I’ve heard Stella talking about the queen a lot recently – she’s got some plan; I’d put a gold piece on it. It’s why we’ve lingered centrally so long and not headed further east or south, and Stella isn’t as good at navigating the old moon roads as she lets on.’

‘I thought they taught them all about that at Thistledown Academy?’ Lida asked, thinking of the school for enchantment that stood on the edge of the capital city of Stormgrove.

‘Does Stella seem like the sort of person who paid close attention at school?’ Florian said.

Elio laughed. ‘Very good point.’

‘But Blackthorn’s have done the court Ember Day performances for as long as I can remember,’ said Florian. ‘There’s clearly some sort of long-standing deal there. I don’t think Stella has an in with the queen; it’s just delusions of grandeur on her part. It’ll all come to nothing.’

By this point, they had walked through the outskirts of Arrowfell, down dry, dusty streets that looked much the same as any town in the central plains of Whetherwhy. Several taverns were still open and serving for the Ember Day celebrations, and called out warm greetings and welcomes to the circus folk, but Florian led them insistently to a tavern near the centre called The Broken Reed. A lone elderly gentleman was smoking his pipe outside the door, but the top floor was brightly lit, with music and laughter spilling out through its open windows. The old man gave them a friendly nod as they entered. Downstairs, a few clusters of people relaxed with glasses of water or honey mead, taking a break from the dancing and festivities upstairs that were shaking the floor.

Elio and Lida followed the others up into a very hot room where most of Arrowfell’s young folk seemed to be flinging each other around a dance floor to the sounds of a lively band squished into one corner.

‘The music’s awfully good, isn’t it?’ Lida said to Elio.

‘It’s a family band,’ said a melancholy voice by Elio’s elbow. He and Lida turned to see someone around their age sitting on a wooden stool, staring longingly at the band. They had light brown skin and very dark eyes. Their straight hair was cut in an unfortunate sort of bowl shape.

‘I’m Pom,’ they said. ‘Short for Pomegranate, which is quite the name to saddle a baby with and doesn’t suit me at all. I’ve known I was more of a Pom since I was about four. Nice to meet you.’

Elio and Lida introduced themselves, and Pom’s ears pricked up when Lida and Elio said they were from Circus Astra. ‘I went on your first night!’ they said. ‘I wanted to go tonight for your Ember Day performance, but my siblings …’ Pom paused and gestured at the band. ‘They had to warm up for the party.’

‘So you’re not in the family band?’ Lida asked carefully, which prompted a deep sigh from Pom.

‘No,’ they said. ‘In fact, I just got expelled from Bard School.’

‘Is Bard School what it sounds like?’ Elio asked. ‘I didn’t realise you had to train formally.’

Pom sighed again. ‘Oh yes. I’m the first person in my family not to graduate.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Lida.

‘Me too,’ Pom said. ‘I’m a family embarrassment now. No one knows what to do with me.’

‘What happened?’ asked Elio gently.

‘It’s not so much that anything happened, more that nothing did,’ replied Pom. ‘I’m tone deaf, and even the best teachers on the island couldn’t fix that.’

‘But not all bards sing or play music,’ Lida said encouragingly. ‘I’m sure we’ve come across some who just read poems or stories.’

‘They’re very much considered second-rate bards,’ Pom said with a sniff. ‘You’re expected to be a triple threat to even get into the school. They only overlooked my musical audition because I’m a legacy and they thought perhaps practice and teaching would help. But you can’t finish Bard School without completing the music strand and you can’t get any decent gigs if you don’t have a certificate from Bard School. I loved the writing and poetry side of things, not to mention that I was top of the class in calligraphy, and I’d sort of hoped that maybe when I did my magical test it might poke some musical ability into existence. My whole family is summer magic, like most bards, but it turned out I was winter, the magic of destruction. The absolute opposite.’

‘But winter magic must help with something,’ Elio said. ‘It often gives people really interesting magical boosts – what’s yours?’

‘My oldest brother jokes that I can destroy any tune,’ Pom said sadly. ‘That my winter magic is the end of a good time.’

‘I’m sure he doesn’t mean it,’ said Lida, glancing up at the five glowingly beautiful and unusually talented musicians. They all had the same awkward haircut as Pom, and yet the rest of them somehow managed to pull it off, especially the tallest young man in the middle, who made it look gallant and romantic, like a character from a fairy tale. There was a gaggle of people watching him adoringly, including Florian.

‘Okay, so no Bard School!’ Elio said briskly. ‘What’s the plan now? If you’re good at writing, I’m sure there’s lots of other things you could do.’

‘Winter magic often makes for great writers,’ Lida agreed. ‘You have to be good at endings to be a good writer, and that’s a perfect fit for winter magic.’

‘I asked the bookbinder and printer and bookshop here if they had any space for apprentices, but the spots are all taken as everyone else started after the Spring Ember Day. There’s nothing left for me other than …’ Pom stopped and looked at Elio and Lida in a way that they recognised immediately.

‘Absolutely not,’ Elio said. ‘That’s not how it works. It’s not how Stella works.’

‘You don’t know what I was going to say!’ Pom protested.

‘You were going to say you could run away and join the circus,’ Lida said.

‘Fine,’ said Pom. ‘So you did know what I was going to say. How about it?’
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‘It’s not that we’re saying we don’t want you to join the circus,’ Elio said. ‘But Stella is very particular about who she takes on. You have to have a skill that she needs.’

‘And you can tell I’m useless.’

‘No,’ insisted Lida. ‘It’s just that there’s not much call for winter magic, or for writing. Elio’s pa does most of the administration and Stella writes the posters and scripts herself.’

‘What are your skills, then, if you were special enough to be allowed to join?’ Pom said spikily. ‘I don’t recognise you from the show.’

‘Lida is an incredible acrobat and trapeze artist,’ Elio said proudly.

‘You don’t recognise me because in the show I would have been considerably more spangly and also very high in the air,’ Lida added.

‘And you?’ Pom asked Elio.

‘You’ve never met anyone who’s better with animals than Elio,’ Lida said quickly. ‘Especially Tangles. It’s his magic, for sure.’

‘Which season does that make you, then?’ Pom asked.

‘Oh, well, I don’t know, actually,’ Elio said awkwardly. ‘I haven’t done my test yet.’

‘When do you turn thirteen?’

‘I’m already thirteen,’ Elio replied, feeling self-conscious. ‘I didn’t get a letter.’

‘I’ve never heard of that happening before,’ Pom said. ‘Is it because you move around so much? I’m sure you could write to the Council.’

‘Maybe,’ Elio said, not wanting to get into it all with this near stranger. Pom opened their mouth to ask more questions, but Lida interrupted, knowing Elio wouldn’t want to discuss it further.

‘Do you think we could try some of that cake over there?’ she asked. ‘It looks amazing.’

‘Oh, it is.’ Pom grinned. ‘You haven’t lived if you haven’t tried Gilly’s cherry and almond cake. Let’s go and get some.’

Pom led them over to the table, which was piled generously high with sweet treats, including miniature strawberry tarts, a layered meringue pudding covered in berries and the cherry and almond cake.

‘Hello, loves,’ an elderly woman said as they reached the table. ‘I’m Gilly. Do help yourselves. And, Pom! Have you made some friends from the circus? Well done, you!’ Pom blushed. ‘Our Pom’s had a tough time recently, but they’ll find their path soon,’ Gilly said in a stage whisper to Lida and Elio as Pom’s blush deepened.

‘Have you been up to see the show?’ Elio asked Gilly politely.

‘Oh yes, of course. It was just gorgeous. I recognise you from those wild somersaults you were doing, love,’ Gilly said to Lida. ‘I don’t think I spotted you, though,’ the woman continued, looking at Elio. ‘Were you in some sort of costume?’

Elio laughed. ‘No, I look after the animals; I get the Tangles ready.’

‘How wonderful.’ Gilly smiled. ‘I love a Tangle, although they make me feel a little unsettled since all these recent reports of Knots. I didn’t see a single Knot outside the pages of a book until, what, ten years ago? And we’ve had three tear through here in the last five years! There’s something odd in the air, I tell you.’

Elio felt a small wobble of concern. While Tangles were the creatures made purposefully when an enchanter wound together threads of magic with care, Knots were the monstrous other side of the coin, made when enchanters pulled thoughtlessly or dangerously on the threads. No one was supposed to make a Knot on purpose because they were so unpredictable and dangerous. The threads could snarl up into any kind of monstrosity and it took strong enchantment to unravel or contain them. Elio saw the way Stella experimented with her Tangles, and he’d sometimes worried that she might be tempted to take a step too far in her desire for customers and coins. But there was no time to worry about it now, as they were pulled into dancing and chatting and eating and drinking, and before long it was past midnight and the circus group made their goodbyes.

‘Are you sure I can’t come with you?’ asked Pom again.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lida said. ‘But do come to the show next time we’re in town and we’ll get you a free ticket and some bonfire popcorn. We’ll make sure you have a great time, I promise.’

‘It’s not as good as
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