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         Katie Langford woke with a start, heart pounding, the sweat of terror soaking her clothing.
            It took her a moment of paralyzed fear to realize that she was not in the circus wagon, she was not about to be beaten by her husband again, and at least for this moment she was safe.
            Safe, sleeping on a sort of shelf-bed in old Mary Small’s vardo, protected by the menfolk sleeping outside. She could hear their snores from underneath
            her, sheltered by the great Traveler wagon, and from the bender tents around the wagon.
         

         			
         She took slow, careful breaths as her heart quieted, and she felt her emotions fall
            back into the curious state of numb apprehension that she couldn’t seem to work her
            way out of. She wondered if she would ever feel normal again—or happy?
         

         			
         Probably not until I know that Dick is dead.

         			
         She listened to the snores. Mary Small had outlived her husband, but her sons and
            grandsons were many, and since Mary had declared that the half-blooded Katie was to
            be sheltered and protected, her sons would see to it that their mother’s word was
            followed.
         

         			
         This was . . . interesting. Her mother might have married a gadjo, she might be didicoy, and Katie herself might know no more than a few words of the Traveler tongue, but
            still, it seemed that for Mary Small, blood was blood.
         

         			
         Perhaps it was something more than that, for Mary had declared she was drabarni, she had magic, and so she was to be doubly protected.
         

         			
         Katie could not for a moment imagine where Mary had gotten that idea. Magic? The only magic she had ever seen was sleight of hand and outright fraud.
            Her mother had told her stories of magic . . . but if Katie’d had anything like what
            had been in those stories . . .
         

         			
         My parents would be alive, she thought, and swallowed down tears. If I’d had that sort of magic, they would be alive.

         			
         It was dark in the wagon. The communal fire outside had been allowed to die down to
            banked coals, there was no moon, and they were far from a town. It was quiet, too;
            Mary Small was a tiny woman in robust health, and slept as quietly as a babe.
         

         			
         Katie breathed slowly and carefully in the spice-redolent darkness of the vardo, waiting for the tears to pass, the numbness to settle in again. It was only three
            days ago she had taken everything portable she had of value and fled the circus—but
            it seemed an entire lifetime ago. She still could hardly believe that she’d had the
            temerity. That Katie, who’d resolutely taken everything that was due her and run, seemed a stranger
            to her. After months of being married to Dick, she had turned into a terrified mouse
            of a creature, afraid to put a single finger wrong. Where had that courage come from?
            She still didn’t know . . . but it hadn’t lasted for more than the few hours it took
            to put some distance between her and the circus.
         

         			
         Once it had run out, then she’d settled into the state of dull anxiety she lived in
            now. But she had kept going, understanding that after having run, being caught would
            be—a horror. She didn’t dare even think about what Dick would do to her if he caught
            her.
         

         			
         It had been only a day since she had stumbled on the Traveler encampment—literally
            ran right into it, since the vardos of the Small clan were Bow Tops, painted to blend in with the woodland rather than
            stand out like the bright red and gold Reading vardos. The entire two days before, she had been running, mostly along country lanes and
            paths through forest, changing her direction at random. Her husband Dick—and more
            especially, Andy Ball, the owner of Ball’s Circus—would most likely assume she would
            head for one of the nearest towns rather than take to the countryside. They didn’t
            know her at all, nor had they ever made any effort to know her. They would assume
            she was like the other women of the circus, who knew only the wagons, the tents, and
            the towns.
         

         			
         Dick would be furious, not only because she, his possession, had dared to run from
            him, but because she had picked the lock on his strongbox and taken every bit of the
            money she had earned. Or at least, every bit that was left after his drinking; she took only
            what should have been her salary, and there was still money left in the strongbox
            when she closed it again.
         

         			
         It was not as if he actually needed her money. The truth was, he generally didn’t
            have to pay for drinks, though he was quite a heavy drinker. Locals in the pubs would
            buy him rounds just to see his tricks, like unbending and rebending a horseshoe, or
            tying an iron bar into a knot. He didn’t have to pay for whores, either, with farmer’s
            lasses throwing themselves at him.
         

         			
         She wouldn’t have cared about that. She didn’t care about that. She’d only married him because he’d been craftily kind to her after
            the horrible fire that killed her parents, and because Andy Ball said she had to marry
            a strong man to protect her now, and who was stronger than the Strong Man himself?
            She’d been so paralyzed with grief, mind fogged, so alone . . . Andy had been so insistent . . .
            it had seemed logical. Most marriages among circus folks were arranged, anyway—an
            acrobat daughter sent into a family of ropewalkers, or off to learn trapeze work.
            So she’d gone along with it, and found herself married to a man who at first was impatient
            with nearly everything she did, then increasingly angry with her, then who knocked
            her around whenever something displeased him.
         

         			
         Of course, it hadn’t been bad at first. A slap here, a push there—circus folk were
            not always the kindest to each other and plenty of husbands and wives left marks on
            each other after fights. Circus folk drank, and there were often fights.
         

         			
         She’d gone in despair to Andy Ball, who had shrugged, and said “Then take pains to
            please him, he’s your husband, you must do as he says. I told him if he broke your
            bones, he’d be answering to me, so stop your whingeing.” And for the longest time,
            she had believed that it was her fault. After all, her mother and father had never done more than shout at each
            other. And none of the other circus wives were ever treated as she was. She’d been
            too ashamed to talk to any of the other women about it, especially when he began to
            really beat her.
         

         			
         Why had Andy urged the marriage on her? Because Dick wanted her and he was handing
            her over like some reward for loyalty? Because he was afraid to lose his chief dancer
            and contortionist?
         

         			
         She’d been part of a three-man acrobatic act; her mother, her father, and herself.
            It had been like that for as long as she had been alive. With her family gone, besides
            her dancing in the circus ballet, and her contortions in the sideshow, Andy had come
            up with a new act for her. She became part of Dick’s strongman act, with tricks like
            standing on her hands while balanced on Dick’s palm, and shivering the whole time,
            afraid he’d drop her. She would have liked to join some other act, but Dick forbade
            it. “You’ll work with me or no one,” he said, in that tone of voice that made her
            shake and imagine that no one meant he’d strangle her in her sleep.
         

         			
         It was only when she’d been bathing in a stream—she usually did that alone, to hide
            the bruises—and some of the other women had come on her unexpectedly that she had
            finally been forced to confront the truth. They’d been alarmed, then angry, then—afraid.
            Because while, one and all, they told her that this wasn’t right, they also told her she would have to somehow get away on her own. No one dared challenge
            Dick. He could snap any other man’s neck without thinking about it.
         

         			
         At least their words had snapped her out of the fugue of despair and fear, and gave
            her the courage and the strength to run. The opportunity had come when a lot of rich
            men had descended on Dick and plied him with drink far stronger than he was used to.
            He’d been so dead drunk that nothing would have awakened him, giving her plenty of
            time to pack up all her belongings, steal the money, and get a good head start on
            him. As a child she’d been a woods-runner, and in summer, her parents had often spent
            entire weeks camped out, hidden, on someone’s private land, living off it. Unlike
            Dick, she didn’t need a town to survive. But she was counting on the idea that he
            would think she did.
         

         			
         It had been while she was following a path through the woods on some lord’s enormous
            estate that she had stumbled on the Travelers. The old woman had started with surprise
            as she appeared in their midst. She’d snapped out a few commands from the porch of
            her vardo in the Traveler tongue, and one of the young men had seized Katie’s wrist before
            she could run.
         

         			
         “Don’t be afraid,” he’d told her, in a lightly accented, warm voice that caressed
            like velvet. “Puri daj has seen you are of the blood. She says you are drabarni, and that you are afraid and running. We will hide you.”
         

         			
         The accent, and the words, straight out of her childhood, when her mother had whispered
            Traveler words to her, had somehow stolen her fear away—and besides, at that point
            she was exhausted and starving. Cress, a few berries, and mushrooms she had gathered
            had not done much for her hunger. The old woman had directed that she be brought to
            the fire, given an enormous bowl of rabbit stew, and draped with a warm shawl. She’d
            fallen asleep where she was when the bowl was empty. They’d woken her enough to guide
            her into the vardo, where she’d fallen asleep on a little pallet on the floor. When night fell, one of
            the women had awakened her and pulled down this shelf-bed, which she had climbed into
            to fall asleep immediately again. It was narrow and short, and must have been intended
            for a child, but she was small and it fit her.
         

         			
         Today she’d been given things to do—mending Mary Small’s clothing, since the old woman’s
            eyes were too dim to thread a needle now—and wash pots and dishes, freeing another
            of the women to go out and forage in the forest. The men went out and came back with
            food and word that the circus folk had passed through the village, asked if anyone
            had seen a girl like her, and moved on without stopping to set up.
         

         			
         “They’re in Aleford,” one of the boys, last in, had reported. “Set up there. Moving
            on in the morning.” He had eyed her, then. “What did you do, that made you run?”
         

         			
         “My husband beat me,” she had told him, the first time she had told anyone but Andy
            Ball, the shameful words surprised out of her. He had told her never to tell. He had
            told her she deserved it. Even now, it was almost easier to believe he was right,
            he’d said it so often.
         

         			
         “Ah,” the boy had said, and spat to the side. “A curse on a bully that strikes a woman,
            unless with wanton ways or shrewish tongue she drives him to it.”
         

         			
         “The drabarni is neither wanton nor shrew,” Mary had proclaimed from the porch of the vardo, though how on earth she could know anything about Katie . . .
         

         			
         Her words settled things, it seemed, for the boy spat to the side again and repeated
            his curse, without the conditions this time.
         

         			
         “What is it you do with the circus?” someone else asked. So far none of them but Mary
            had told her their names, but it was one of the four other women in this clan.
         

         			
         To answer that, she showed them, bending over backward and grabbing her ankles with
            her hands, straightening up again and going into a series of cartwheels so fast that
            her skirts never dropped to show her legs at all. “And I dance,” she had added simply
            as she finished back where she had started and clasped her hands in front of her.
         

         			
         “Good,” Mary had nodded. “Then you can do that while the boys play music. And we will
            teach you your mother’s dances. You have the Gitano look about you and we are Gitano.
            Now it is time to eat.”
         

         			
         And now she was spending her second night under the canvas top of Mary’s vardo, which seemed to be the place they had decided she was to stay. At this point she
            was content to do what they told her to. It wasn’t only her body that was exhausted,
            it was her mind.
         

         			
         A rumble of thunder in the distance suggested what it was that had woken her; a moment
            later a gentle rain pattered down on the canvas top of the vardo. There was a curtain she could use to draw across the front of her shelf, and she
            did so. A moment later three of the boys came up the stairs, their bedrolls over their
            shoulders. They squeezed themselves together on the floor, and before she would have
            believed it possible, they were asleep again, on their sides, arranged like spoons
            in a drawer.
         

         			
         And the rain lulled Katie back to sleep, secure in the presence of her protectors
            beyond the gently waving curtain.
         

         			
         ***

         			
         Everyone said this was going to be the “perfect summer.” April had been unseasonably
            warm. So was May. It was now June, and quite beyond “unseasonably warm”—in Lionel
            Hawkins’ estimation, though he would never use such language in the presence of a
            lady, it was bloody damned hot.
         

         			
         He lounged at the stage door of the Palace Music Hall in Brighton, wondering if he
            should try and see if there was a sylph about willing to fan in a bit of breeze. But
            that would mean actually stepping outside, in his stage costume, attracting the inevitable
            attention of the horde of small boys lurking out there, hoping to sneak in. That would
            put him in the position of either having to show them a little sleight of hand to
            satisfy the little beggars, or scare them away with a show of Turkish Fury and a bit
            of flash powder. Too much work, either way.
         

         			
         Not with only an hour to showtime. He might get away with stepping outside if he was in the persona of Antonio Grendini or Professor
            Corningworth, but not as Taras Bey, the Terrible Turk.
         

         			
         At least the costume was cooler than most, consisting of a pair of ballooning silk
            Turkish pants, a wide silk sash, a vest, a turban, and nothing else but some greasepaint.
            Glad I still look menacing, and not like some fat carpet-seller, he thought to himself, as one of those small boys peeked in the door, squeaked, and
            retreated at his scowl before the doorman could chide him to step away. This was not
            his favorite act, but it appeared he had chosen it wisely when he’d decided who he was going to
            play for this season. If it got any warmer, the music hall was going to be unbearable
            at afternoon rehearsals for anyone in a heavy costume. He thought about the wool suits
            Grendini and the Professor wore, and grimaced. No. Not until hunting season, if then!
         

         			
         Unlike most of his kind, Lionel did not do “the circuit,” moving from music hall to
            music hall. Lionel remained in place, forever installed at the Palace. He didn’t change
            his location, he changed his persona and his act instead. This enabled him to have
            a house of his own, possessions that did not need to be portable, the luxury of days
            off that were spent enjoying himself, and the equal luxury of a cook-and-housekeeper
            who left a lovely dinner on the table waiting for him when he got home, saving him
            from eating greasy and dubious meals in pubs. It also enabled him to collect large-scale
            props and effects that very few other magicians outside of the great metropolises
            could own or use. Transporting big effects was expensive, and the risk of damage was
            always real. His effects all lived in his warehouse, and only needed to be moved once
            a season.
         

         			
         This settled life also meant he saved money. It was much cheaper to keep your own
            place than it was to live in short-term lodgings.
         

         			
         He had many personas, and was always creating more. There was Taras Bey, with his
            sword-tricks and more ways to dismember a lady than Torquemada, Lee Lin Chow who specialized
            in silks, doves, and Chinese cabinet effects, Antonio Grendini who performed large
            illusions, Alexander Nazh the mentalist, Professor Corningworth with his sleight of
            hand, and Saladin the Magnificent who conjured spirits and apparitions. He’d considered
            adding an escapist routine, but decided that at his age he just wasn’t flexible enough
            any more. Besides, Grendini already had one big “escape” trick, and he didn’t want
            to repeat it. He had also considered a mediumistic act, but didn’t like the idea of
            duping people into thinking he could speak with their beloved dead.
         

         			
         There was a smell of hot cobblestones from the alley—thankfully no worse than that.
            The doorman, Jack Prescott, a sturdy and upright man—if battered and much the worse
            for war—did a fine job of keeping people from using the area as a privy while the
            music hall was open. All on his own he had taken to sluicing down the area with water
            and a broom before everyone started arriving for rehearsals. That made things much
            more pleasant for everyone.
         

         			
         Prescott turned, as if he had sensed Lionel’s thoughts—which he might have, since
            both of them were Elemental Magicians; Lionel of Air, and Prescott attuned to Fire.
            Lionel offered him a cigarette. Prescott took it. Lighting up was never a problem
            for a Fire mage. Prescott was a handsome man, despite the lines that pain had carved
            into his face, and he was clearly still every inch the soldier. His brown hair was
            short and neat under his workman’s cap, his neckcloth tied with mathematical precision,
            his jacket, hung up on the back of his chair, unrumpled. His shirt had been ironed,
            and it looked as if his trousers went into a press every night.
         

         			
         “Did you get up to London for the coronation?” Lionel asked. Edward VII’s coronation
            had taken place in May, and Lionel remembered Prescott had talked about going there
            and meeting up with some of his old mates from his regiment.
         

         			
         Prescott shook his head. “By the time I thought about it, the only rooms you could
            get were little garret holes up three and four flights of stairs. I couldn’t face
            stumping up and down a dozen times a day with this.” He tapped his cane on the side
            of his leg, rapping the wooden peg that took the place of the limb he’d lost in the
            last gasp of the Boer Wars. “Not to mention what they wanted for a few days was more
            than I pay for my flat for a month. I shudder to think what everything else was costing,
            though I suppose I might have been able to eat in the regimental mess, still.” An
            errand boy ran up with a package. Jack signed for it.
         

         			
         “I’ll take that,” Lionel offered, and Prescott handed it over.

         			
         “Don’t get excited, it’s beards for the comic acrobats,” Prescott said with a grin.
            “Not candy for that pretty little can-can dancer.”
         

         			
         Lionel snorted. “My assistant Suzie is better looking.”

         			
         “Which is why she’s getting married,” Prescott reminded him. “Have you found a replacement
            yet?”
         

         			
         Lionel sighed. This was the bane of his existence. You wanted a pretty assistant,
            but pretty assistants had the temerity to go off and fall in love! I’d hire an ugly girl, but then I would have to cast the illusion that she was pretty—and
               then face her wondering why men were interested in her when she was on stage but not when off. “Not for lack of trying. She’ll stick until I do, though. She’s a good girl, Suzie
            is.”
         

         			
         “I’ll keep my eye out for you,” Prescott promised as Lionel turned to deliver the
            box of beards. “Sometimes a dancer turns up at the stage door looking for work, and
            for the Turkish act, a dancer would do.”
         

         			
         Not for anything else, though, Lionel thought glumly as he made his way back to the dressing rooms. He didn’t often
            regret his decision to remain in one place and change his act while everyone else
            around him was on the circuit—but in the matter of getting and keeping good assistants,
            his mode of life was a handicap. When a girl was only dealing with stage-door beaus,
            who inevitably thought she would be easy, it wasn’t so hard to keep her. Because you
            moved every four to six weeks, it was less likely she’d meet anyone but a lot of cads, except the lads in fellow acts. And the lads in fellow acts very often
            had sisters, wives or mamas that were fiercer than mastiffs at protecting their own.
            But when you stayed put, well, it gave her the chance to meet someone with more on
            his mind than improper advances. A local girl had family and friends here already,
            she might have had a beau or two when she’d hired on. Knowing the town, she had a
            lot more opportunities to meet nice fellows than someone who was transient. So far
            in his career, Lionel had watched a full half-dozen good assistants walk down the
            aisle with Brighton boys.
         

         			
         On the other hand, since all of them were still local, all of them kept themselves in good fettle, and all of them still kept in
            touch—in an emergency, he knew he could count on at least half of them to be willing
            to put in a few nights or even weeks in the old act.
         

         			
         Still, that slight advantage was far outweighed by the disadvantage. Not for the first
            time, he wished that he could finally get a good, permanent assistant.
         

         			
         And while I’m dreaming, let’s dream one that’s got some real magic in her too.

         			
         He’d had two of those; it had been blissful, knowing that he wouldn’t have to watch
            for some slip to betray him in his act. Lionel was more than just a stage magician;
            Air Magic was the magic of illusions, and his act was generally more than half real magic as opposed to stage magic. Floating and flying small objects? All done with
            the aid of sylphs. Levitating? His apparatus hardly needed to bear the weight of a
            good-sized goose, since the sylphs aided there as well. Bending and shaping the air
            meant he didn’t have to depend on physical mirrors. In general he didn’t need more
            than half of the physical apparatus of a conventional stage magician. But you had
            to be careful when you had an assistant who might notice that there was a lot more
            going on in the act than you could account for by normal means.
         

         			
         He squeezed his way along the narrow corridors. Space was at a premium in a theater.
            The more space backstage, the fewer seats up front. Finally he arrived at the appropriate
            dressing room. Beards delivered, he went back to his own.
         

         			
         As the only resident performer, his room had a well-lived-in look, and a great many
            more creature comforts than those afforded to the transients. As a result it was very
            popular for lounging, and he discovered the current “drunk gentleman comic” sprawled
            over his shabby but comfortable armchair when he arrived. There was a matching couch,
            but evidently Edmund Clay preferred to hang his legs over the arm of the chair and
            lean his head against the back.
         

         			
         “I don’t suppose you have any mint cake in that sweets drawer of yours, do you?” that
            worthy asked as he took his seat at the dressing table to put the finishing touches
            on his makeup.
         

         			
         Lionel opened the door with a foot. “Only hard peppermints, but help yourself.”

         			
         “Thanks.” The comedian did so. “I should know better than to eat at the Crown. I try
            to remind myself every time we come to Brighton, and I always forget.”
         

         			
         “Well, stop taking those lodgings right next to it,” Lionel told him.

         			
         “But they’re cheap and clean!” Edmund protested. “How often does one find that particular combination?”
         

         			
         “Not nearly often enough,” Lionel admitted. “But in this heat, you really should avoid
            the Crown, or you’re likely to get something more serious than an upset stomach from
            all the grease. Look, there’s a Tea Room about half a block north—”
         

         			
         “Tea Room!” Edmund interrupted him. “And sit there amid a gaggle of—”

         			
         “Do shut up and stop interrupting me,” Lionel snapped crossly. “Who is the native
            here, you or me? It serves cabbies. Nice thick mugs of proper strong tea, nice thick
            cheese sandwiches. You can’t go wrong.”
         

         			
         “Oh well, in that case,” Edmund replied, and set to sucking on a peppermint. Lionel
            went back to putting the finishing touches on Taras Bey.
         

         			
         There was a perfunctory tap on the door and it opened. “Lionel, are we doing the basket
            trick first, or the—oh, hullo, Edmund!”
         

         			
         “Hello Suzie,” the comic said, looking up at the pert little blond wearing an “Arabian”
            costume that served double duty when she worked the chorus during the Christmas pantos.
            “Your veil’s working loose on the right side.”
         

         			
         “Oh golly, thank you,” the assistant replied, and hastily refastened the offending
            drapery. “If I weren’t about to leave poor Lionel in the lurch it would be time to
            think about a new costume, I guess.”
         

         			
         “But you are about to leave poor Lionel in the lurch,” Lionel said heartlessly, watching her in
            the mirror. “So you’ll just have to keep mending it. I’m not buying two new costumes
            for the Turk act in one season. And yes. Basket first. Then the Cabinet. Then I saw
            you in half. It’s working better with the audience that way.”
         

         			
         “Right-oh!” Suzie said brightly, and scampered off to fix her outfit after blowing
            Edmund a kiss.
         

         			
         “Well, that peppermint seems to have done the trick—”

         			
         “For heaven’s sake, come back with me for dinner when the show’s over,” Lionel ordered.
            “Mrs. Buckthorn said she’s baking me a hen; I can never finish a whole one by myself,
            and this is no weather to go saving it for tomorrow. I’d probably poison myself.”
         

         			
         “Don’t have to ask me twice,” Edmund said complacently. “Right, getting on for curtain
            time. Break a leg.”
         

         			
         He swung his long legs over to the floor, got up and sauntered off. Lionel could tell
            from the sounds in the theater that the curtain was about to go up. He finished the
            last touches on his makeup, stood up, and thrust his two trick scimitars through the
            hangers on his silk sash.
         

         			
         Why, oh why, did Suzie have to get married now?
         

         			
         ***

         			
         Jack Prescott listened to the hum of the theater behind him, and kept a sharp eye
            out for little boys trying to sneak in. From now until curtain-down, that would be
            his main task. Not overly daunting for anyone, even a fellow with only one good leg
            to his name. The alley out there was like an oven; even though the sun was down, it
            still radiated heat. If you weren’t moving, if you accepted the heat the way he had
            learned to in Africa, it felt good. Or maybe that was just his talent as a Fire mage
            talking; Fire mages always seemed to take heat better than anyone else.
         

         			
         He lit another cigarette and inhaled the fragrant smoke. Tobacco caused no harm to
            a Fire magician, who could make sure nothing inimical entered his lungs—nor to an
            Air magician, who could do the same. And the tobacco seemed to help a bit with the
            ever-present ache of his stump.
         

         			
         He poked his head out of the door, and looked up and down the alley. Even the little
            boys had gone now, discouraged by the heat, and knowing there would be no more coming
            and going from the door until the show ended. A real play or a ballet or some other,
            tonier performance would give the actors, dancers and singers a break now and then
            to come to the stage door, catch a smoke, get a little air. A music hall tended to
            work you a lot harder. Acts often had two or three different sets and had to rush
            to change between them. Only star turns appeared once a night. Lionel was a star turn,
            even though he never appeared anywhere but here; he was just that good. But his assistant
            Suzie did double duty in the chorus behind a couple of the singing acts for a bit
            of extra money, so Lionel, being the good sport that he was, did the same as well.
         

         			
         Jack sat down on the stool propping the door open for a bit of air, and rubbed the
            stump. It always hurt. He wasn’t like some fellows, he never got the feeling he still
            had a leg and a foot there. He didn’t know if that was bad or good. He did dream about
            having two legs again, sometimes . . . but except for the ache, and the difficulty
            in doing some things, he reckoned he wasn’t that badly off. There were others that
            had lost two limbs or more. Or worse, come back half paralyzed. Or blind. At least
            he could hold down a job—a job he liked, moreover. Alderscroft in London had arranged
            it when he’d come back an invalid, through the secret network of Masters and magicians.
            It had taken time to arrange, virtually all of the time he was in the hospital recovering
            and learning to walk again, but hunting for a job on his own would have taken a lot
            longer.
         

         			
         The only other magician here was Lionel, so Jack wasn’t entirely sure how the job had come about, only that the offer had turned up in the mail, inside an
            envelope with the address of Alderscroft’s club on it. That had been about two months
            after the hospital had given him the boot and he was pensioned out. At that point,
            he’d jumped on it; he’d been staying with his sister, but they’d never been all that
            close as kids, and her husband had been giving him looks that suggested he was overstaying
            his welcome.
         

         			
         He’d expected that, of course. In a way, he’d been surprised it hadn’t happened sooner.
            He was a lot older than this, his youngest sister, and he reckoned she had mostly
            offered to let him stay out of a feeling of obligation. He couldn’t move in with his
            older sister, the one he was actually close to—she was living with their parents,
            in their tiny pensioners’ cottage, and there wasn’t room for a kitten in there, much less
            him. They weren’t the only children, but all his other siblings were in service. He’d
            have been in service himself—he’d been a footman—if he hadn’t joined the Army.
         

         			
         And of course, no one had any use for a one-legged footman.

         			
         Behind him, he could hear the orchestra in the pits, and the reaction of the audience.
            Out there past the door, if he strained his ears, he could hear the sounds of motorcars
            chugging past on the road beyond the alley and the vague hum of the city. The heat
            was keeping people out later than usual. Probably, between the excitement of being
            on holiday and the heat, they weren’t able to sleep. Well, it was intolerable heat
            to them; having been in Africa, where you slept even if it felt like you were sleeping
            in an oven, it wasn’t so bad to him. He knew all the tricks of getting yourself cool.
            Not a cold bath, but a hot one, so when you got out you were cooler than the air.
            Cold, wet cloths on your wrists and around your neck. Tricks like that.
         

         			
         But if it got hotter, and all his instincts as a Fire magician told him it was going
            to, people would certainly die. They didn’t know the tricks. They’d work in the midday
            heat, instead of changing their hours to wake before dawn, take midday naps, and then
            work as the air cooled in late afternoon. It was going to be bad, this summer. He’d
            have to see if he could do anything with his magic to mitigate things in the theater.
            At least, he and Lionel could get together and see what the two of them could do.
         

         			
         He’d have to be on high alert for fires in the theater too. In fact, when he’d been
            hired on, that seemed to have been the chief reason he’d been taken.
         

         			
         “Says here you have a sense for fire,” the theater manager, old Barnaby Shen, had said, peering at the paper in his hand.
         

         			
         “Aye, sir. Maybe just a keen nose for a bit of smoke, but I’m never wrong, and I never
               miss one.” All true of course, though it was the little salamander that told him, and not his
            nose. That had saved his life, his and his mates, more times than he cared to count
            in Africa. Knowing when a brush fire had been set against them, knowing where someone
            was camped because of their fire . . . even once, knowing when lightning had started
            a wildfire and the direction it was going in time to escape it.
         

         			
         He hadn’t really even been a combatant, just a member of one of the details set to
            guarding the rail lines. The Boers rightly saw a way to be effective with relatively
            few men by sabotaging the rail system, hampering the British ability to move troops
            and resupply, and at the same time tying up a substantial number of Tommies by forcing
            the commanders to guard those lines.
         

         			
         It was a weary, thankless task, that. Kipling had got it right. Few, forgotten and lonely where the empty metals shine. No, not combatants—only details
               guarding the line. A handful of men to patrol miles of rail, never seeing anything but natives, and
            those but few and far between.
         

         			
         He’d cursed his luck, the luck that kept him out of real combat . . . until new orders
            had come down that made him grateful to be where he was.
         

         			
         They’d almost left him, the salamanders, when he’d first turned up in Africa, and
            the orders came to burn the Boer homes and take the women and children left behind
            to the camps. They hadn’t left only because he’d escaped that duty right up until
            the moment he’d gotten injured, by getting assigned to patrol. But he’d heard about
            the camps from other men in the hospital. Camps where half the children starved to
            death, or died of dysentery, and the women didn’t do much better. Fortunately—he supposed,
            if you could call losing a leg “fortunate”—he’d never had to either burn a home out,
            or drive the helpless into captivity. He hadn’t even lost the leg to a man. It had
            been a stupid accident that got him, a fall and a broken ankle that went septic, far
            from medical help. When you were on the rail detail you were pretty far from help,
            and his commander reckoned it could wait until the weekly train came in. So he’d waited,
            in the poisonous African heat. By the time he had got that help, all that could be
            done was to cut the leg off just below the knee, but by that time he’d been so fevered
            he hadn’t known or cared.
         

         			
         He was well out of it all at that point. He hadn’t realized just what a horror this
            so-called “war” was when he’d joined the Army. Hadn’t realized he’d be told to make
            war on women and children. Hadn’t known he was going to war for the sake of a few
            greedy men, and diamonds, and gold.
         

         			
         Hadn’t realized just how vile those men could be.

         			
         Hadn’t realized that the leaders back home hadn’t given a pin about the lives of the
            common soldiers they squandered. That he and his fellows were no more to them than
            single digits within a larger number on a marker they shoved about on a map.
         

         			
         He knew by the time he mustered out, though.

         			
         He was bitter about it, but he tried not to let the bitterness eat him up. There were
            plenty of things to be thankful for. That he’d never been forced to make war on the
            innocent. That he’d escaped the sickening horror of guarding the camps where his own
            country was murdering children by inches. He told himself that he had no blood directly
            on his hands, and no deaths on his conscience.
         

         			
         And he was grateful for this job that he had held since. The people here at the Palace
            were kind in their own ways. He had a decent job, one he liked, with people he liked. He had money for books, and the leisure to
            read them. If his magic wasn’t strong, it was at least useful.
         

         			
         In the end, he had it better, so much better, than some of the other shattered shells
            of men that had come out of that war. Yes, he had a lot to be thankful for.
         

         			
         And when bitterness rose in him, when his stump ached too much, that was how he burned
            the bitterness out. The flame was not high, but it was clean and pure. And in the
            end, what more could a man ask for?
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         Katie had been with the Smalls for a month now. The Travelers had supplied Katie with
            clothing. Walnut had stained her skin darker, and some concoction of Mary Small’s
            had made her dark hair closer to black. She knew all the names of everyone in the
            clan at this point. Only Mary and her sons and one of the brides were pure Gitano,
            rather than mixed-blood—which probably accounted for the reason why Katie, with her
            mixed blood, was welcome among them.
         

         			
         Katie had settled into an emotional state she could only think of as exhausted wariness.
            Not wariness of the Smalls—the only time she felt safe was when they were all hidden
            away in some patch of forest and tending to their camp—but somewhere, deep inside,
            she was still certain that Dick was not only still looking for her, he was getting
            angrier the longer she was gone.
         

         			
         But from the Small wives—though they didn’t talk much, Katie had been given a certain
            silent reassurance. Good men did not beat their wives. All of the Small wives were
            proud of their husbands, proud of the spotless condition of their vardas, proud of their swarms of children, but they were not in the least afraid of their
            husbands. There were things that a wife should not do—look at other men, nag, be dirty—but
            within days they seemed convinced, without Katie saying a word in her own defense,
            that Katie had never been guilty of these things. Therefore they accepted her, and
            their ranks parted to include her.
         

         			
         The four wives of the Small clan were Beth, Sally, Bessie, and Celia. All four were
            married to Mary’s descendants. Celia was the lone Gitano among the girls, and the
            dancer. Her husband didn’t much care for her dancing for the gadjo, although he understood it was needful, and was just as happy for Katie to take over
            that particular job for a little.
         

         			
         Celia was married to Joe, one of the two musicians. He played the guitar. The other
            musician, a fiddler, was Bert, married to Sally. Beth’s husband was Robert, the father
            of Joe, and Bessie’s was David, the father of Bert. That was the four married couples.
            There were six more unmarried men: two of them, Harry and Paul, were two more of Mary
            Small’s sons, and the remaining four, Charlie, Fred, George, and Jack, were her eldest
            grandsons. And there was a swarm of children, great-grandchildren, that Katie still
            didn’t know the names of.
         

         			
         The men—in fact, all of them—treated her with a little of the same deference and respect
            that they gave the matriarch; they seemed to accept that this “magic” that Mary Small
            claimed Katie had was as real as the sun on their faces, and at the moment, since
            they didn’t ask anything of her except to dance and tend to Mary Small’s needs, she
            wasn’t inclined to argue with them. If that made her more welcome, all the better.
         

         			
         She learned the swaying, sinuous dances of her mother’s folk from Celia, combined
            the movements with what she already knew, and performed in the firelit circle for
            the gadjo who came to gawk at the encampment, get their fortunes told by the other women, and
            buy old Mary’s potions. As ever, learning dance and movement came as easily to her
            as breathing. She was already better at the Gitano dances than Celia was.
         

         			
         She never left the camps. Even if the men had not warned her that she would be harassed
            at best and molested at worst by the village men, she would not have left the camps.
            First of all, circus folks were just as likely to be harassed and molested if caught
            alone as Travelers, so she knew better than to go strolling about through a village,
            and secondly, the last thing she wanted was to somehow be spotted by someone who knew
            her. Her disguise wouldn’t fool one of her fellow performers in the least. People
            who knew how to spot familiar features through greasepaint were not going to be fooled
            by a little stain.
         

         			
         For the first time since her parents died, she felt relatively safe. But only relatively.
            She couldn’t continue with Mary Small’s clan, and they all knew it. Winter would come
            eventually, and with her taking up the bunk, they were three places short of the number
            needed to sleep all of the unmarried men—for obviously they could not sleep in the
            same space as a strange, unmarried woman to whom they were not related. It was always
            possible that they would inadvertently cross paths with the circus, and the little
            troupe of Travelers could not possibly defend themselves against the mob of circus
            roustabouts Andy Ball would unleash on them. Worse, Dick would probably kill one or
            more of them, and the law would do nothing about it. She knew this. They knew this.
            This was only a respite until they got far enough away that it would be safe for Katie
            to buy a train ticket to somewhere further yet.
         

         			
         But where?

         			
         She decided to consult with old Mary one night before the matriarch went to sleep.

         			
         For the first time, she was invited into the cupboard built at the back of the wagon
            that held the big bed that had once slept Mary and her husband and whatever baby she
            was nursing. It had a curtain across the end to close it off from the rest of the
            wagon, like the curtain across her shelf-bed. Right now the curtain was open, and
            Mary was tucked, cross-legged, with her back to the wall. Katie sat on the edge of
            Mary’s bed, on the faded quilt patiently patched out of the last bits and pieces of
            worn-out clothing, and waited as the Traveler pondered the question.
         

         			
         “You must make your own way,” Mary said at last. Her old eyes were very bright as
            she regarded Katie shrewdly. “Yet your gifts are . . . not common. You could not work
            in a shop, or serve in a pub. While this could be a problem, it can also be of benefit.
            Uncommon gifts are sometimes in demand. But at the same time, you are no great dancer.
            You are very good, but I have seen great.” She nodded wisely, and Katie had to nod
            in return, if she were to examine herself honestly. Her heart sank. What was she to
            do? Where was she to go? Not another circus, certainly! Andy Ball would find out immediately
            if she joined another circus.
         

         			
         But Mary was continuing. “You need a place where the circus will not go, because there
            is so much else there to entertain crowds that they will make a poor showing. Yet
            you need a place where there are small entertainments, where you might find a place.” She pondered again. “Brighton,” she
            said at last, with an air of finality.
         

         			
         “Why Brighton?” Katie asked, quizzically. It was true that the circus had never gone
            there. “Too much bloody competition,” Andy had grumbled.
         

         			
         “It is a seaside resort. Many small theaters. Many places like sideshow booths. Many
            opportunities for you. Surely one of them will take you. It is a place where you can
            even perform in the street, as we do, sometimes. For that you would need only yourself
            and a cloth for people to throw money.” Mary made the pronouncement as if it was already
            an accomplished fact, and really, Katie wasn’t inclined to argue with her. Her logic
            was sound.
         

         			
         The walnut stain had already faded from her hands and face; the next day, under Mary’s
            instruction, Katie turned and mended her clothing until it not only looked respectable,
            but she probably could not be told apart (on the train at least) from a little country
            housemaid going on a well-earned trip to her family.
         

         			
         The next town held a train station, with the line going straight to Brighton. To the
            Travelers, the signs could not have been clearer. Katie was meant to go to Brighton.
            And then they left her at dawn on the platform of the station with only the briefest
            of farewells.
         

         			
         When the ticket-booth opened, she bought her one-way ticket to Brighton. The stationmaster
            in his official blue uniform seemed incurious, even though she wasn’t a native of
            this village and he certainly must have wondered where she had sprung from. But she
            sat quietly on the platform, holding the bundle that contained all her worldly possessions
            and the provisions the Travelers had wrapped up in carefully saved butcher-paper for
            her, and that seemed to be enough for him to leave her to her own devices.
         

         			
         In all her life, she had never been on a train. All the traveling that the circus
            had done had been under its own power; the horses that pulled the circus wagons and
            the living-wagons did double duty, helping to erect and take down the circus and performing
            in the acts. She was a little nervous, and kept one eye on the station clock. Three
            trains arrived and departed before hers pulled into the station, and at least the
            stationmaster took the time to leave his post and gesture at her to let her know for
            certain it was hers. She went all the way to the rear, scuttling along as fast as
            she could, until she came to the third-class carriages. They were very old, and the
            windows had been put all the way down, but as warm as it had been, that was not exactly
            looming large as a defect in Katie’s mind.
         

         			
         She took the first open door and the first empty seat, squeezing herself into the
            corner next to the window so as to make the most room for anyone else who might come
            along at the next station. There were only a few other people in the carriage, and
            all of them seemed to be dozing. None were in her compartment. At the very back she
            could just see what appeared to be an entire family arranged along the back bench.
            She was barely in place when the conductor came along, closing all the doors with
            a bang, and the train started again.
         

         			
         She quickly came to the conclusion that, on the whole, she preferred riding in or
            on the front bench of a wagon.
         

         			
         Although the countryside sped by at a rate that was alarming to someone who was used
            to plodding horses that could not be urged to a speed faster than an amble, the entire
            carriage shook, rattled, and swayed on the rails. The hard wooden bench on which she
            sat was no worse than the driving bench on a wagon, but it vibrated under her, and
            every shock to the carriage was transmitted in a most unforgiving way to the bench.
         

         			
         This was not an express. That fact had been made very clear to her when she purchased
            her ticket. Expresses were more expensive. So they had not been underway for very
            long—not nearly long enough for Katie to get used to the speed—before they began to
            slow again and pulled into another station.
         

         			
         More people got in this time. Katie was alarmed when some stocky young men looked
            into her compartment, but two older women who might have been their mothers took one
            look at her and hustled them along to another. To Katie’s relief, it was a trio of
            old women and a younger one with a baby that got in, ranging themselves along the
            bench. They proceeded to talk among themselves, a conversation that sounded as if
            it had been resumed from one begun as they had waited, all about pregnancies and births
            and weddings. With them sitting bulwark between her and any strange men, Katie allowed
            herself to relax.
         

         			
         Stop after stop punctuated the morning. Katie discovered by dint of listening and
            careful observation that the door in the middle of the blank wall led to a lavatory,
            and she was glad to make use of it, finding it a far cry from the primitive privies
            set up at the circus. It seemed the height of luxury to her; she recognized how to
            use it from reading magazine advertisements for such things. She wondered what it
            would be like to have such a little room right in your own home, with, perhaps, a
            bathtub that wasn’t made of canvas and didn’t have to be set up outdoors! She was
            tempted to linger, running her hand along the cool, clean, white porcelain of the
            wash basin, admiring how water came from the tap . . . but there might be someone
            out there waiting, and she didn’t want to draw attention to herself.
         

         			
         She did thrill in washing her hands and face not just once, but twice, before she
            left.
         

         			
         As the hour neared noon, each time the train stopped, she began to notice people hawking
            food and drink at the windows of each car. She gazed wistfully at the bottles of lemonade
            and burdock, but contented herself with a paper cup of water to drink with her bread
            and cheese. She kept her eyes on her own food as the party around her bought ham sandwiches
            and lemonades and chattered on, oblivious to her presence. Or, perhaps, politely ignoring
            her, so she wouldn’t feel her poverty too much.
         

         			
         If the latter, well . . . that was kind of them.

         			
         It was early evening before the train pulled into Brighton at last. She had gathered
            up her bundle and was about to leave the compartment, when one of the old women that
            had shared it with her turned back.
         

         			
         “Go here, ducky,” she said, with a kindly smile, pressing a little rectangle of cardboard
            into Katie’s hands. “Not to worry, it’s safe as houses.” Then she rejoined her party,
            as Katie paused to look at the little printed card.
         

         			
         Mrs. Brown’s Boarding House for Working Girls, it said, and listed the rates. Katie stepped down out of the carriage and onto the
            platform with a sinking heart. If this was how much it would cost to live here . . .
            her scant supply of money would not last three days.
         

         			
         ***

         			
         One of the sylphs was hovering just over Lionel’s mirror. She looked like an Art Nouveau
            illustration, with her butterfly wings and her flowing hair and garment—such as it
            was—and she made Lionel smile a little. The sylphs came and went as they chose for
            the most part, only in the most extreme and emotional of occasions could a mere Elemental
            Magician actually summon one. But they liked Lionel, and they were positively addicted to performing and being
            onstage. In fact, he often had more of them volunteering to help than he actually
            needed! Not that he ever turned them down. It made more sense to take them all and
            let them sort themselves out than it did to turn some down and risk that they would
            never turn up again.
         

         			
         “You look sad, magician,” the creature whispered, curving her head on its long neck down to regard him solemnly.
         

         			
         “Well . . . I’m in a bit of difficulty,” he confessed. Carefully, in simple terms,
            he explained that Suzie was leaving, as the other girls had left him, and that he
            had not found someone to replace her.
         

         			
         Not that his advertisements hadn’t brought answers—but all of the girls that had turned
            up were utterly unsuitable. One had turned up this morning, in fact, with the torn-out
            advertisement in her hand. Even though she had only credentials as a dancer from the
            chorus of a review, in desperation, he had tried her out anyway, only to discover
            that there was no way she was going to fit inside the apparatus. She just wasn’t flexible
            enough in the right places.
         

         			
         The sylph teased up the scrap of paper from where it had been left on the corner of
            his dressing table. Lionel was so dispirited he didn’t even object—not even when she
            whirled it around like an autumn leaf and then whisked out the window with it. Let
            the creature play with her toy; he’d learned he got better results from his sylphs
            when he indulged them. And it wasn’t as if he needed a torn-out copy of his own advertisement.
         

         			
         With a sigh, he went back to cleaning and arranging the things on his table, a little
            ritual he liked to go through before he got ready for the performance. Some people
            sang little songs, some people tied a lucky charm somewhere about their person. Some
            played over a hand of solitaire. He liked to make his dressing table mathematically
            precise and neat as a good housewife’s.
         

         			
         As he did so, he wondered why the sylph had been so intrigued with the bit of paper
            in the first place.
         

         			
         ***

         			
         Katie had been wandering the seaside streets of Brighton for more than an hour, feeling
            entirely dazed. It was true that there was a dazzling array of entertainments here—too dazzling, really. It seemed that every time you turned, there was someone else clamoring
            for your money. And to Katie’s weary eyes and increasingly depressed heart, they all
            seemed far more sophisticated than anything she had done in the circus.
         

         			
         Certainly they were all dressed better than the shabby little gauze costume and tights
            she had in her bundle of belongings. How could plain white gauze, which looked fine
            and bright in the light of the circus tent, compete with spangles and glitter, artificial
            jewels and tinsel? It seemed impossible that she would make any money at all, displaying
            her tricks by herself out on the Boardwalk. She didn’t think she could dance out here
            either, although the Gitano dances she had learned might have done well; she needed
            music to dance to.
         

         			
         It seemed equally impossible that she would find a job among the dancers she saw here.
            They all had dance routines that were nothing like the circus ballet performed. All
            bounces and kicks and tossing of petticoats—she could probably learn such things quickly, but these people wouldn’t want someone who needed to learn,
            they would want someone who already had mastered such steps.
         

         			
         She turned a corner to find herself staring at the back of a huge, muscled man—and
            froze in panic for a moment. He’s found me! He tracked me here and he found me! she thought, before the man turned around—and it wasn’t Dick at all. It was someone who was almost certainly a strongman in a show, but he had a sweet face,
            with puppy-like eyes. She flattened herself against the wall of the building anyway
            as he passed, her bundle clutched to her chest, and felt too limp to move for many
            minutes when he had gone.
         

         			
         It was going to be suppertime soon, as her stomach reminded her. She wondered where
            she could possibly find the cheapest food here. Concern knotted her stomach as much
            as hunger. Maybe if I followed some of the performers—

         			
         Her thoughts were interrupted by a scrap of paper—

         			
         It caught her eye as it danced toward her like a butterfly, and then suddenly lodged
            itself in the cleavage of her gown. Annoyed, she fished it out and was about to throw
            it away, when she realized it was an advertisement torn from a newspaper. Curious
            now, she read it, excitement growing with every word.
         

         			
         Wanted: Female Dancer or Acrobat. Position open as assistant to stage magician. Must
               be slender, limber, and fearless, prepared to work hard, eager to learn. Apply to
               Lionel Hawkins, Palace Music Hall.

         			
         She could hardly believe it. This seemed like a miracle—too good to be true—

         			
         But what did she have to lose by answering it? The worst that would happen would be
            that the position had been filled, and she could ask at the music hall about cheap
            lodgings and food. At least she knew there was an opening, or had been when this advertisement had been torn from the paper!
         

         			
         Bit of newsprint clutched in her hand, she slipped in among the crowds, looking for
            someone who could direct her to the theater, hope rising in her that Mary Small might
            have sent her to the right place after all.
         

         			
         ***

         			
         The girl in the alley caught Jack’s attention mostly because she wasn’t the usual
            sort to be lingering at a stage door. She was small, lithe, and dark—Gypsy, he’d have
            said, or part-Gypsy. She was dressed neatly, and was very clean, but her clothing
            had seen a lot of use and wear. She peered at the open door with a hesitant look on
            her face, and he stumped out to where she could see him.
         

         			
         “Something I can do for you, miss?” he called. He half expected her to bolt, but instead,
            she looked a little relieved, and hurried toward him.
         

         			
         “I was told to come to this door—” she said, holding out a scrap of newspaper. “—there
            is a position open?”
         

         			
         He recognized it at a glance for what it was—Lionel’s advertisement. When he looked
            back up at her, her little face shaded with hunger and apprehension, she continued.
            “I am a dancer and an acrobat,” she said, in a hushed voice with an inflection of
            doubt, as if she was afraid he wouldn’t believe her.
         

         			
         But he hadn’t been the doorman of this theater this long without knowing how to judge
            who was a performer and who was not.
         

         			
         “The show’s on now,” he said, in as kindly a voice as he could manage. “But the position
            is still open, and it’s getting a bit urgent to fill it. Here—” he handed her a ticket
            for the gallery. “Why don’t you run along to the front, watch the show and rest your
            feet, and come back here after? I’ll make sure Lionel sees you, and you’ll make a
            better impression if you’re rested.”
         

         			
         For a moment he thought that she might take that as rejection, but after a moment
            of hesitation, she accepted the ticket and squared her shoulders. “Thank you,” she
            said. “I will come after the show.”
         

         			
         And with that she turned and went back into the oven-hot alley.

         			
         ***

         			
         For one moment, seeing the doorman in his respectable suit, Katie had been tempted
            to flee. But then she had seen that his eyes were kind, but pain-shadowed, and that
            he had only the one leg, and felt a stirring of pity for him.
         

         			
         He hadn’t been haughty with her either, and took her statement for what she was at
            face value. When he offered her the ticket, though, she almost refused. She was getting
            quite hungry now, and she would gladly have traded that ticket for a penny bun—
         

         			
         But she didn’t know where to get one here. And at least she would be able to sit down
            and rest.
         

         			
         And . . . she had never actually been in a theater before.
         

         			
         She thanked him, and went around to the front, presenting her ticket at the booth.
            Already she was feeling very much out of her depth. She was not used to buildings
            this tall, and they were all around her, towering over her like mountains. The Andy
            Ball Circus confined itself to entertaining villages and small towns; the tallest
            building she had ever seen, an old Tudor inn of the sort built in a square around
            a courtyard, was only two stories tall. This theater was four!
         

         			
         Once inside, she wasn’t allowed to linger in the lobby, but ushers directed her to
            a set of stairs, and then up and up to the highest floor. She came out at the back
            of the top gallery, a full four stories above the stage, where she gasped and put
            her back tight to the wall. It was so high she felt dizzy for a moment, the bright
            lights on the stage dazzled her, and it seemed too warm and stuffy. She was afraid
            to move for a moment, until the usher, getting impatient, hissed at her to “just sit
            anywhere.”
         

         			
         Moving gingerly, she shuffled sideways along the wall until she came to the corner.
            She could see that the chair in front of her was empty, so she groped for the back
            of it, and took it.
         

         			
         Only then did she really look at the stage, and felt dizziness come over her again.
            She had never, in all of her life, been so far from the ground.
         

         			
         It took her a good three acts to recover, as she clutched her bundle on her lap and
            peered shakily at the performers below her.
         

         			
         It was the acrobats, and the dancers that followed them, that finally shook her out
            of her nerves. The acrobats were not as good as she was—the dancers were doing the
            same bouncy-kick, skirt-tossing routines as she had seen out on the Boardwalk, but
            when you managed to look past the tinsel and glitter, their costumes were a bit . . .
            tat. They certainly wouldn’t bear close inspection—unlike those of the boardwalk dancers,
            who looked gaudy, these costumes seemed nearly worn out. And when she watched more
            closely—well, as “close” as this lofty perch allowed—she could see the little tricks
            both the dancers and acrobats were using to make it look as if they weren’t taking
            shortcuts. If this was what the magician was looking for, well . . . she could do
            this! She could do better than this!
         

         			
         She relaxed a bit after that, though the smell of food and beer from the tables down
            on the main floor made her hungrier. Next, there was a man who appeared to be drunk,
            and his antics on stage made even her laugh, and then the curtain opened on the magician
            himself.
         

         			
         He was nothing like tat. Not the least bit shabby. In fact, he was a little terrifying. If she hadn’t
            known his Christian name, and been well acquainted with stage makeup, she’d have been
            perfectly ready to believe he was a genuine Turk. He looked powerful and fierce and
            quite prepared to cut his pretty assistant into any number of bits on the least provocation.
         

         			
         And he did just that—he seemingly ran swords into her, sawed her in half, chopped
            her into six pieces, sent her from one cabinet to another across the stage, and finally,
            made her climb a rope he managed to levitate right up into the air, from which precarious
            position she waved at the crowd and vanished from full view, leaving the Turk to roar
            with impotent anger and rush off stage, presumably to search for her. It was quite
            the performance. Katie was captivated. But part of her had been paying attention to
            every little move that the assistant had made, and she had no doubt, no doubt at all,
            that she could duplicate what the other girl had done.
         

         			
         Then came a lady dressed up as a man who sang some sentimental ballads, and the dancers
            came on again, then two performing dogs, a lady comic singer, a dancing couple, a
            clown, the dancers, and finally a man who led the entire theater in singing popular
            songs, then everyone came out, took bows, and the curtain came down. Katie waited
            for everyone to clear out of the gallery so she wouldn’t attract anyone’s notice by
            pushing in among them; as she stood, once again with her back to the wall, she realized
            once the magician had come on, she had quite forgotten that she was hungry. Now her
            stomach contracted painfully.
         

         			
         Well, she had gone without food for longer than this before. There had been times,
            before her family joined the circus, that had been quite lean indeed, and those suppers
            gleaned from the woods had been all that stood between them and starvation. Sternly,
            she told her stomach to behave itself, and edged along the wall to the exit.
         

         			
         She made her way carefully and quietly down the stairs, trying to keep from drawing
            attention to herself. It wasn’t hard; the people leaving were all happy, having had
            a grand time, and some were even singing scraps of the songs that the last performer
            had led them in.
         

         			
         It had been near sunset when she first entered the theater; now it was full dark.
            The lobby was brightly lit with gas lamps, but outside the doors, there was nothing
            but dark and shadows. She got outside, waited a little more for the crowd to thin,
            then hurried back down the street to what she had been told was the “stage door.”
            She was a little nervous about entering a dark alley all alone, but as she turned
            the corner, she realized she need not have been. There was a bright gas light at the
            stage door, and the alley itself was actually crowded; a laughing group of women was
            just leaving, all in a surge of skirts and feathered hats, and it appeared there had
            been at least one young man—sometimes two or three—waiting for each of them. She flattened
            herself against the wall of the theater to let them pass, and made her way toward
            the door, where the one-legged man was waiting, peering anxiously into the darkness.
         

         			
         His face cleared when he saw her, and he smiled. “Ah, well done! I was afraid you
            might have had second thoughts about the job. Lionel is fearfully anxious to audition
            you, would you feel prepared to perform for him right now?”
         

         			
         Her heart jumped with nervous elation. But although before she had seen the performers
            here, she might have wondered why he was anxious to audition her, now she had no trouble imagining the reason. If the
            common sort of dancer in this hall was all he’d had to choose from, it was no sort
            of choice at all. There was no place in this man’s act for someone who didn’t put
            out full effort, every time. Or who tried to cheat her way through a performance.
            “Of—of course,” she stammered, and he stood aside for her as she climbed the steps
            and entered a very tall, but incredibly narrow corridor. A young, blond lady in a
            neat green walking dress with matching hat was just approaching them, and the one-legged
            man hailed her with relief.
         

         			
         “Suzie! This is the dancer who wants to audition for Lionel. Would—”

         			
         The young lady didn’t even let him finish what he was about to say. “The girl that
            wants to try out for assistant? Golly, that’s a bit of all right, you turning up before
            I left! Come on, ducky, I’ll take you right to the boss!” She seized Katie’s elbow,
            even though there was scarcely enough room for one person in the corridor, much less
            two. “I’ll get you to the stage—oh wait, would you have a bit of a costume with you?
            That’ll make it all easier than trying out in street clothes.”
         

         			
         “Y-ye—” Katie hadn’t even gotten the whole word out before Suzie was hauling her off
            like a mother with a toddler in tow, chattering the whole time. She popped Katie into
            a room crammed with dressing tables, mirrors and hanging costumes, waited while she
            slipped into her gauze skirt, mended tights, and tight bodice, took possession of
            her clothing and bundle, and chivvied her out, further along the corridor, and finally,
            before she was quite ready, out onto a bare stage with a couple of bright footlights
            shining up on it.
         

         			
         There was the magician, half in, half out of his costume—without the turban, or the
            huge, fierce moustache, and with the greasepaint wiped off, but still in the voluminous
            crimson pants and wide blue satin sash. “Here’s the little dancer, Lionel!” Suzie
            called cheerfully, as the magician turned to see who had intruded. “Hire her quick
            so I can get married!”
         

         			
         The magician snorted good-naturedly, and turned to Katie. “All right then, my dear,”
            he said in a kind voice that reminded her oddly of her father. “I can see by your
            costume you’re no stranger to performing. What is it you do?”
         

         			
         “I’m an acrobat, m-mostly,” she stammered, and before he could command her to do anything—or
            she lost her nerve—she went through one of the shorter routines she did for the circus,
            a combination of tumbling and contortion, with a little dance thrown in for good measure.
            She had not realized that there was a pianist still in the orchestra pit until a few
            notes started right after she did; the man was good, he picked up the rhythm of her
            performance immediately, and ended when she did, with a flourish as she pirouetted.
         

         			
         “Well!” Suzie said, admiration in her voice. “I’m off! I can’t wait to tell—”

         			
         “Not so fast,” the magician said. “Go wheel out the sword-basket, you little minx.”

         			
         With a laugh, Suzie went offstage, and returned pushing the basket in which she had
            been impaled with swords on its wheeled pedestal before her.
         

         			
         “Now this is how it works,” Lionel said, leading her over to it by the hand. “You
            get in here.” He gestured to the giant basket, as Suzie helpfully pushed a little
            stair up to it. He led her up the stair by the hand, and she stepped into the basket.
            Having seen the act, she dropped down inside. Lionel leaned over and whispered to
            her. “Some of the swords have collapsible blades. Some you can just avoid. See the
            slots for them?”
         

         			
         When she looked at the inside of the basket from where she crouched inside, she saw
            that, rather than being a real basket made of coiled rope, it was a cunning imitation
            of one, made of much sturdier material that had pre-made slots for the swords in it.
            “I’m going to go very slowly so you can get your skirt out of the way,” he whispered
            in further explanation. “I don’t want to ruin it for you. As limber as you are, you
            should have no trouble with this. Ready?”
         

         			
         She wasn’t, but she nodded. He popped the top of the basket on. In the next moment,
            she heard him utter the fearful roar that the “Turk” had given as he ran a great sword
            through the basket.
         

         			
         But true to his promise, the sword was inserted slowly, and she had no trouble avoiding
            it. She realized in the next moment why he uttered that roar each time he drove in a blade—it told her where the sword was coming from. And he was right—it would certainly take a very limber girl to fit in the spaces among the blades, but it wasn’t that difficult for
            her.
         

         			
         “I say, Lionel, I rather like you doing it slowly like that,” said the pianist from
            the pit, as he played. “It looks ever so much more menacing.”
         

         			
         The swords were withdrawn, the top of the basket taken off, and she popped up, breathless
            and flushing. Without warning her, Lionel’s hands encircled her waist and he lifted
            her out and put her on the floor. “And light as a feather,” the magician said, approvingly.
            “Tell your lad you’re posting the banns, Suzie.” He grinned at Katie. “You may consider
            yourself hired, my dear—ah—what is your name?”
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