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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 second 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 three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a short story which takes you further into the life of some of the characters)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

(These 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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Although Lala, Alessandro, and The Cursed Circus first had their adventures in The Spectral Circus, and Rhona (“the Scottish Witch”) and Cindy and Michael first appeared (and joined the circus) in Witches, Werewolves & Wombats, this story can be easily understood without starting in any of these places. Consider those novels prequels. If you enjoy this work and wish to spend more time with these characters, you can always go back to them later. Any events required for understanding will be explained here.
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Chapter 1—Welcome to the Big Top
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Okay, big breath. Strong heart. Can’t lose.

Or, at least, so Ivy Suwan had told herself before every major competition. Granted, it didn’t always work, but a mantra was a mantra. There wasn’t much point to it, if you didn’t repeat it.

Sitting there in her well-used, boxy, green 1980s Honda, which had been passed down through three generations of women in her family and which she often thought of as the Flintstones car, Ivy sighed. She was convinced one day she’d have to put her feet down on the ground through the driver’s side floor and run to get it started.

Still, it had gotten her here somehow, so she supposed she shouldn’t complain.

Instead, she stared at the small circus she was hoping to join. Right now, it was open try-outs day and was seriously crowded.

Determined not to let this stop her, Ivy jammed her purse into the well-worn spot underneath the front passenger seat and put her key, cellphone, and wallet in her jeans pockets. The doors to the car didn’t lock anymore, and she would have preferred to take the purse with her, but she’d have had to leave it unattended somewhere inside with a bunch of other people around, anyway, when she was trying out. At least here, no one necessarily knew it was there to steal.

Of course, she could have put it in the trunk, but it only opened about every fifth time she tried to access it, so she didn’t want to end up stranding herself from it. Her travel bag was already back there, and there was still the possibility that she’d have to use the crowbar which was also hidden under the same seat to pry it open.

Getting out and catching sight of herself in the reflection of the window, she saw the delicate-featured face she did in the mirror every day. Her Thai and Malaysian ancestry had given her light brown skin and very black hair and nearly black eyes. She had a wide mouth her coaches always told her to keep shut, but—if she managed to get a new start at the circus—she thought it would look okay with some lipstick. People told her she was pretty, but, right now, she merely looked slightly pinkish from the heat.

Sighing, she looked back to the tent and tried to psych herself up, but it didn’t entirely work. She still froze for a moment to take it all in.

She’d come a long way for this, had made the trek from Oregon all the way to the Outer Banks of North Carolina, where the circus was currently located, simply to have this chance.

It’s a miracle the car made it this far. But, anyway, I’m here.

Granted, “here” was just a vacant lot the circus had temporarily taken over. As the Outer Banks were basically barrier islands off the coast of N.C., the heat of the summer mixed with the salt in the air from the sea, all of which tried to whip her longish black hair into her face as though it were punishing her for coming here. Although there were a ton of people around her, something about the moment and the area seemed lonely—which probably had a lot to do with the fact that she was very much on her own.

As this was entirely new for Ivy, she tried to take heart. There were no coaches to either berate or support her, no other competitors she could bond with. This was about whether she alone could convince the circus to take her on.

This wasn’t guaranteed. For all the people who were here to audition, it still wasn’t a big circus.

While there were a bunch of trailers and such for the performers somewhere over on the large dirt lot to her right, the main attraction was the big top, which was huge and white and had a giant, stylized, red phoenix rising from the flames going from its entrance right up to its top. The few booths and such which preceded it were lined up in two rows with a corridor between them to lead everyone to the big top. Compared to the giant white tent, the booths looked pretty paltry.

But for all its tiny size, the place was absolutely packed with people of every description, some in sparkly costumes, some in workout gear, and some in plain, everyday clothes. Some were tugging in equipment—springboards, juggling pins, barbells—while others, like her, wandered in alone or in groups. What all their acts were, she had no idea.

It was hard not to notice that most were in couples or small crowds of friends, very few alone like her.

She kind of envied the ones who had someone with them.

The booths which led to the tent were pretty normal for a circus, she guessed—not that she’d been to more than one in her life, and she’d been maybe 3-years-old at the time. According to family legend, she’d slept through most of it.

Still, there were several games where you could win some sort of plush animal or something, some food and snack booths, and one or two selling Phoenix Circus merch—t-shirts, jackets, small plush black wolves, programs, etc. While the games weren’t open, the snack stands and merch counters were, and some of the circus hopefuls were crowding around them.

Ivy didn’t join them, trying to remember how to breathe.

Okay, girl—showtime! she lectured herself.

But it wasn’t working.

Uh, how did I get here again?

Neither she nor her inner Ivy had an answer to that one.

Granted, this mainly came down to finding herself at the end of the life she’d led before and needing to find a new one fast. While she could probably get some menial office job—nothing which required actual training or education—that wasn’t anything she wanted. Otherwise, there wasn’t much to do with her background except maybe coach.

Or, admittedly, I could stop getting stuck in one place, trying to fly, and move on with my life beyond all this.

But it was this extremely likely possibility which had her frozen.

What if I fail? I’ll have to give this all up. I’ll have to move on and become a real adult and go to school or get a job or . . .

She wasn’t particularly psyched about any of these possibilities, as they all seemed pretty stultifying.

Which is how you got here. So stop staring and go try to claim your last chance to fly.

Clenching and unclenching her hands, she took another deep breath and eventually managed to get one foot to move. That made it easier to get the other one to go, and, eventually, she was actually making her way forward down the small hill the cars were parked on and toward the line of booths which led to the entrance.

I probably look like I’m being forced at gunpoint, she realized, as she was staring forward unblinkingly and tightly clenching her hands.

But nobody actually noticed, everyone else wrapped up in their own issues.

Around her, she too barely took in the many people, sights, and voices, although a small part of her seemed to be mildly aware. She heard snippets of conversation, as she brushed by the people waiting at a food booth.

“Still can’t get the timing right . . .”

“C’mon, just a dollar, I’ll pay you back on Tuesday . . .”

“What do they mean ‘no clowns’? Everybody loves clowns!”

When Ivy looked up at the entrance to the big top, she did see two big signs by it.

One said, “Welcome, New Family!”

The other proclaimed, in much bigger letters, “No Clowns Wanted. Seriously. We Mean It. Go Clown Somewhere Else.”

“Huh,” Ivy murmured to herself.

She’d always thought that a circus meant clowns, not that she cared much either way.

Maybe I should have actually SEEN a circus before I decided to try out for one?

Okay, so she’d watched a whole bunch of videos to try to perfect her new routine and make it something the circus might want. It probably wasn’t the same as having actually gone to one.

Well, while awake. And not 3-years-old.

As she got closer to the entrance through the milling people, some of the booths became stranger.

There was one which was a full, black, round tent, mostly closed off so you couldn’t see inside, although there was a small slit through which Ivy could almost detect a white teenage girl with curly red hair. She was dressed mostly in a black, velvet robe which covered her head, and she was leaning over a crystal ball, searching it intently.

While Ivy had no idea whether this were an act or not, there were definitely several large signs on the girl’s tent.

The first one read, “The Scottish Witch Knows All! Have Your Fortune Told!” But the one below that, which was even bigger, said, “WARNING! The Scottish Witch’s fortunes are not for the weak of heart. You will know the future, good or bad. You may not like it. DO NOT ENTER, unless you are ready to hear the truth.”

For a moment, Ivy stopped and stared.

It was good advertising, she had to admit. Her father would have approved. Still, as she didn’t want to hear that she was doomed to a future as an accountant or something else unspeakably dull, she decided to move on quickly.

Even as she tried to, though, the crowd was too intense to move far.

The next booth she was stuck near was actually a cage with a gray parrot in it. The sign on it said, “Tragedy the Parrot! Stop and listen to tales of dreadful circus fires and accidents and deaths and . . .”

The sign actually went on from there, but Ivy decided she wasn’t eager to hear any of these morbid tales. Besides, a bigger sign under it said, “CAREFUL! I BITE!” and had a disclaimer of responsibility to anyone dumb enough to try to feed the bird or stick their fingers inside the cage.

The parrot inside was squawking and flapping its wings madly, as it stood on the bar of its perch. As Ivy watched while waiting for the crowd to move, she heard it start singing, “Oh, I’ve seen death, and I’ve seen fire, and I’ve seen heartbreak, too!”

There was a squawk before it went on.

“But you will know, for you’ll be shown, how death will come for you! Squawk!”

That’s a song—and someone taught it to him? Yeesh, that is creepy.

Granted, it did kind of make sense.

Of course, she knew the stories of this circus. Everyone did. They’d had a serious amount of tragedies, including murder and a terrible fire which had destroyed their last big top and had nearly taken out a few of their performers.

But, let’s face it, girl, her inner Ivy lectured. That’s exactly the reason why they might be willing to take you on. You don’t exactly have a circus pedigree or training here.

Trying to remember to be grateful for this one last chance to avoid pushing numbers and sitting numbly at a desk for the rest of her existence, Ivy waited for her turn at the entrance.

To her side, a ticket booth had been set up, and she thought she saw a pretty teenage girl in a sparkly costume watching her from it, but, when she turned her head, the girl wasn’t there anymore.

Figuring she had more to worry about than suddenly hallucinating teenagers, Ivy looked back to the entrance, where a white, red-headed girl in her early twenties—around Ivy’s own age—was wearing a sparkly outfit which left little to the imagination, including her many tattoos. She was noting all the newcomers, both those who’d signed up online and those who were trying their luck without introduction, and getting everyone’s information.

On the other side of the entrance, a pretty girl of the same age, with light brown skin and long dark hair, also took names and looked over things.

More oddly, taking pictures and selfies beside her and occasionally staring over her shoulder was a white teenager with blonde hair.

Whoever this last one was, she didn’t seem to be very helpful.

As Ivy waited, she noticed the words over the entrance which said, “Welcome to the Phoenix Circus: Rising From the Flames Since 2023!” and smiled.

And it was true. This place had kind of broken the internet as “The Cursed Circus,” finishing by nearly all going down in flames. But it was kinda cool that they owned it like that.

As she was very close to entering, she heard her inner Ivy talking to her.

Are you sure about this, hon? You’re not exactly to the circus born.

Rolling her eyes at the ever-present inner commentator—and wishing her brain weren’t so loud—she answered.

Hush, wouldya? If I don’t succeed, I give up. But give me one last chance to fly.

Thankfully, the part of her brain which critiqued everything gave in at that, and Ivy took a big breath.

One last chance.

Staring up at the phoenix on the tent—which seemed pretty towering, this close up—she wondered.

Now, all I have to do is try not to crash and burn.
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Chapter 2—New Circus Friends. Maybe.
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Thankfully, her time was coming.

Waiting patiently—a trait she’d learned from many competitions—Ivy saw that she was next in line for the red-headed girl.

Making her wait even shorter was the fact that the person in front of her was a clown and was firmly turned away. His buttonhole flower squirted a pathetic stream of water onto his shoes, as he honked his horn sadly and made his way back through the crowd.

“Ugh, clowns,” the girl was grumbling to no one in particular, shivering lightly, as Ivy came up to her. “Which part of ‘no’ don’t they get? Anyway . . .”

She shook herself slightly and refocused on Ivy.

“What’s your name and your act? Did you apply on the website? Do you need any equipment to be put in place?”

It took Ivy a second to focus on all these questions, but she hoped she was covering it all as she answered, “Ivy Suwan. Trampoline artist. I did apply, and I listed my needed equipment there in advance.”

“Cool. Gimme a second,” the red-headed girl noted, staring at her tablet and apparently pulling up the information. “Okay, so you need a trampoline—natch—and . . .”

She stared up at her.

“. . . some gymnastics rings above it?”

Suddenly too nervous to speak, Ivy nodded, and the red-headed girl seemed worried.

“So you bounce up and catch the rings? Won’t that pull your arms off?”

Trying to smile, although her stomach was in knots, Ivy took a deep breath.

“I’ve done it before. I can do it.”

She wondered, though, if the girl knew she was more encouraging herself than explaining.

Apparently, she did, as she raised an eyebrow at her. Ivy noticed that the tattoos on her fingers spelled out, “Fire” and “Time.”

What her act was, Ivy wasn’t certain she wanted to know.

“Okay, if you say so,” the girl finally agreed. “But no one wants to be gathering up your arms to get sewn back on. Remember that.”

Still, she did give Ivy directions on where to sit and a flyer explaining how the auditions would go.

Reading it, as she wandered into the tent, where it was strangely fairly cool, despite the fact that the sun was perilously hot out there even if the winds blew so hard sometimes that she wondered if the tent would be okay, Ivy made her way to the set of bleachers marked “G” and went up to about the third row and waited, taking the opportunity to put her hair up into a bun for her performance.

There wasn’t a lot happening right now, just a bunch of people standing around and watching them.

Among them, Ivy thought she spotted the ringmaster, who was a pretty, middle-aged Asian woman in a sparkly ringmaster-meets-showgirl outfit which, instead of pants, had a leotard bottom, fishnet stockings, and sparkly heels. She even had her official top hat on.

She was leaning in to talk to a very attractive guy in maybe his twenties. He had long, brown hair back in a ponytail, a model’s face, and medium-brown skin, and was maybe Latino. She thought she recognized him and the darker girl at the door as the circus’s main aerialists.

After she’d read the flyer for about the third time, she kinda wished that she’d stopped to get a drink. Then again, she was so nervous that it was probably better for her to perform on an empty stomach.

When she started rattling her heels against the bleacher agitatedly, the woman beside her stared at her and smiled.

“First time trying out?”

Attempting not to shake but managing to nod, Ivy stared at her.

She was sort of plain-pretty, as Ivy thought of it, the kind of woman who was attractive on her own but seriously sparkled when she put on makeup, although, right now, she wasn’t wearing any. She was white, in maybe her late twenties or early thirties, and had long brown hair which went most of the way down her back. Ivy thought she’d detected a bit of an accent.

The woman smiled kindly and touched her hand quickly and softly.

“Don’t be. You’re made for this world. I can tell.”

Since Ivy had no idea what to say to this, she tried not to stare, as the woman went on.

“I’m Zoya.”

Her thumb pointed to the two men beside her.

“This is my brother, Alexei
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