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      That day, I arrived at class grumpy. My Introduction to Theatrical Textual Studies seminar got moved to Room 208 of the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale. Normally, I avoided the Whitney. It had once been the Trinity Parish Church House and, this being New England, almost every old church had had a dicey (read: scary; okay, read: terrifying) history with witches. Sometimes I think the old churches can sniff us out, as if the animosity had been baked into the walls.

      But, a week before, my normal classroom flooded in a freak accident (or so they tell me; I blame some computer equipment they’d installed—you’ll understand why later), and lovely as Room 208 was—and it was beautiful, with its arched ceilings, refinished wood floors, and built-in bookshelves—it made me nervous.

      Maybe it was simply because I had to stand behind a podium, which I hated, and my students hated. It put me too close to their laptops. The machines didn’t exactly explode, but anyone who took my classes and insisted on ignoring the admonition to leave the laptops behind usually lost those laptops to some weird electronic malfunction by the middle of the term.

      I was juggling my papers, my lecture notes, and some hand-written assignments—yes, I’m that professor—because my briefcase refused to enter Whitney at all.

      I made it to the front of the room and set my papers down on the podium before I sneezed, just like I always did when I entered this place. It smelled like burned ashes to me, layered over with a strong hint of mildew and dust. No one else on the faculty thought Room 208 smelled bad, and I never did ask my sisters, because the last thing I wanted was Viola and Rosalind to visit Yale.

      These past few years, we worked together more than we ever had before, but we were still in competition with each other. We were all magical dramaturges, although I was the best known. Partly, if truth be told, because I was the only one who had secured a tenured position in the Ivy League.

      Most people in the theater had no idea that magical dramaturges even existed, and we liked it like that. We didn’t want the whole world to know that magic was real, and that theaters were among the most dangerous places on Earth.

      My students weren’t studying magical dramaturgy. Some of them were studying actual dramaturgy, or would be once they actually committed to a major. Until then, I got the wannabe thespians, the insufferable English majors, and students like Noah Whitestone, who had gotten into Yale through family legacy, and spent their entire time here looking for the easiest classes with the most pliable professors.

      Many students mistake the “laptops discouraged” note on the three undergraduate courses I teach per year, along with the fact that I teach inside the theater department, to mean that my classes had no homework or were easy or were just avant garde enough that a charming kid could bullshit his way to an A. But those students usually dropped out by the second class.

      Unfortunately for me, Noah Whitestone had stuck through the first classes, the intense homework assignments, and the room change. He was six-three, broad-shouldered, athletic, and golden, almost literally. His skin was a warm golden brown, and his hair rippling shades of brown, gold, and wheat. He came by all of it naturally, since the Whitestones had been actors from the dawn of time, and his father, Richard, had married one of the most beautiful models of the day—Ember, the second African-American to ever grace the cover of Vogue.

      Noah was also smarter than I had expected him to be. Beneath that practiced lack of interest was a brilliant kid who had never been challenged. If I were purely a professor, not a researcher who had a busy magical side gig, I might have tried to tap that brilliance. But a woman could only do so much.

      Noah grinned at me as he walked up the rows of chairs leading to the podium. He didn’t stop along the way, which surprised me, considering the fact that he’d spent the bulk of this class in the back, slumped in whatever uncomfortable chair he had picked, head bowed, arms crossed, and eyes closed.

      He stopped beside the podium, bumping it slightly, and sending my paper pile into near collapse. He caught the toppling pile as if it were one entity instead of a hundred separate ones, and eased it back into position.

      Then he extended a thumb drive toward me. Or rather, several thumb drives.

      “I know you don’t like tech, Professor,” he said, “but my father insisted you see this, and to be honest, I didn’t want you near any of my computers, so I made you these.”

      “Set them on the podium,” I said. “I’ll deal with them later.”

      “I’ll do you one better,” he said, and dumped them into a purple velvet drawstring bag that looked like it had been made about a hundred years after someone built this damn room. “You don’t have to touch them now, and you can find someone to help you view them.”

      His grin widened, as if that was possible, and then he nodded that golden head at me, and returned to his natural habitat, the back of the room.

      I stared at him longer than I probably should have, not sure what to make of that interaction. His father, whom I had never met, wanted me to see something, and Noah himself was acting like he understood why I didn’t like technology—or rather, why it didn’t like me.

      Technology didn’t get along with the magical. Or rather, with most of us. My sister Viola could make technology do whatever she wanted it to, and if Rosalind or I got hired for a job that ended up being mostly tech, we had to call in Viola as a matter of course.

      It was possible that Noah’s father did know about our family secrets. We’ve had an unbroken line of three magical sisters since the Elizabethan era, and all of our magics focused on the arts. The Whitestones had been in the American theater since the American theater started in the eighteenth century, and they certainly were thick in it when American theater actually started performing plays written in America. One of the first of those plays was penned by a “Shakespeare” Whitestone, whose real name was William, and whose nickname had been self-imposed.

      The Whitestones had probably encountered my family dozens of times before.

      I picked up the drawstring bag by its strings, careful not to touch the actual bag filled with the thumb drives for fear that I would erase them or make them explode or whatever they might do around my magic. I eased the bag into my purse, far away from me, and clapped my hands together, my signal to the students to get their butts into the chair so that I could begin class.

      Usually, they had my full focus, but not that day. That day, my gaze kept wandering toward Noah Whitestone before I caught myself and wrenched it back. His grin had bothered me, his ease with me had bothered me, and that air of command from his father had bothered me.

      But that didn’t stop me from looking at the stupid thumb drives the moment I returned to my office.

      Or, to be honest, not the exact moment I returned. But as soon as I could get my secretary Edna Neagle to upload the drives’ contents to the cheap laptop she always kept around me, and scan whatever it was that the elder Whitestone wanted me to see.

      If Edna thought it wasn’t worth my time, Edna would help me figure out how to inform Noah of that gracefully. Or maybe not so gracefully, considering the command I had received from his father.

      After handing the job to Edna, I went into my private office. I was deep in some research about the Wyrd Sisters, which was my family legacy. My family provided the inspiration for the Wyrd Sisters in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, and after a near death experience in London, I was determined to find out what, exactly, that history was.

      I had just gotten started when I heard Edna squeak.

      Realize that Edna—the most competent woman I have ever met—does not normally squeak. In fact, she has a stentorian voice that makes me think of Margaret Dumont from the Marx Brothers movies, something I have never told her (and probably never will tell her, on pain of death). She is round, blue-haired, imposing, and generally unflappable.

      Hence, the squeak resounded in my office like a full-throated scream.

      I hurried to the outer office where all the tech the university gave us sat, as far from my home base as possible, and into the actual office entry or reception as Edna liked to call it.

      Edna sat at her desk, the laptop propped on a pile of books, screen frozen. Edna’s hands covered her mouth, as if the squeak had startled her as well.

      When I hurried in, not at all like the hero I wanted to be, but rather like a scared understudy who was about to take the leading role on opening night, I skidded to a stop as far from the laptop as Edna had commanded me to stand the day we introduced tech into my office wing.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She wiped her hands over her mouth, then slid them off her face, and looked up at me. I couldn’t quite tell, but it seemed like those no-nonsense eyes were lined with tears.

      Her voice belied that, though.

      “You have to see this,” she said.

      And so I did.
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      What we had were a dozen videos of theatrical carnage. Each thumb drive had the same information, which made me realize that yes, indeed, the Whitestone family knew who and what I was—or rather, Richard Whitestone did, and his son might simply have had a surfeit of caution about my anti-tech abilities.

      The videos were grotesque. The earliest showed an opening night performance of Oklahoma! with actors in the lead that I sorta-kinda recognized. The musical went forward just like expected, with no real surprises in the staging, until the dream ballet.

      The dancers were high-level professionals, maybe better than the actual actors themselves, and certainly better than whoever had staged the play. The dancers went through the entire dream sequence, building as it always did into the can-can—at which point every single dancer’s right leg broke with an audible snap.

      They all fell in a pile of starched skirts and leggings, screams echoing throughout the theater. Curtains closed, audience was hustled out, and medical professionals hurried in. The video hastily cut off right there.

      The other videos were similar, but not quite the same. A rehearsal of the bottle dance from Fiddler on the Roof, the ball in Cinderella—and at that point, I cut off all viewing, because I couldn’t handle the screams, the injured dancers, and the horrified looks on the faces of the EMTs who always seemed to show up in record time.

      Besides, I knew what the problem was.

      And I even knew how to solve it.
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      The theater is full of little superstitions, and most of them make some kind of sense, particularly if you know that magic really and truly does exist. The one that every new performer seems to find giggle-worthy, though, is the wish of luck or reverse luck whenever someone goes onstage. As a performer steps onto the stage itself, the well-wisher doesn’t dare say Good luck. She has to say, Break a leg.

      I’ve read too many terrible undergraduate papers about the derivation of that phrase, mostly as I was a TA getting my own Ph.D. My students covered every possible derivation, from the relationship of the phrase to John Wilkes Booth’s breaking his leg as he jumped onto the stage after assassinating Abraham Lincoln (one that didn’t make sense to me), to the British phrase for “take a bow” (bending your knee so deeply that it breaks), to understudies wishing the principle actors bad luck so that the understudies could go onstage in their place (which sounds logical until you think about it)—at least twenty possible derivations that I knew of, nineteen of which were wrong.

      The phrase actually comes from a mixture. It’s the old “take a bow” thing, done sideways, to fool the sprites.

      Sprites had been kicked out of theaters centuries ago, but they wheedle their way back inside. Some of them lodge in the beautiful wood that older theaters use along their walls. But most sprites have found other places to ply their mischief, like outdoor film studios and athletic competitions and large public gardens.

      However, sprites have a love of theater, and of being entertained, and of messing with that entertainment. So if the theater comes to them, they play, as only sprites can.

      I already knew that Richard Whitestone ran an outdoor theater in the wilds of Oregon. News of the theater had been all over the trades a few years ago, because Whitestone wanted to take it from one of those regional Shakespearean companies to a destination resort that included new works funded by money made from touring companies. To do that, he put on tried and true musicals with elaborate new staging.

      He had gotten investors in the destination resort, and there had been something in the articles about reviving his career after a stall, but those details were all lost to the haze of time.

      The thing that wasn’t lost was this: the theater was located on forest land in the mountains, near some town that had gone fully upscale with an influx of Californians.
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