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      December 22, 1910. Twelfth Junction, Iowa

      

      “With any luck, this is the last Christmas we’ll spend in a small town,” Christopher Fiend said as he lifted the angel from the trunk. “It’s the bright lights of the big cities for us from here on out, old girl.”

      The wooden angel looked to have passed through quite a few hands before his, though her features were still clear, the gilt on her robe and wings yet bright. She seemed to regard him with an enigmatic smile as he removed the wrappings that had protected her since the previous December.

      Most of the props he used in his magic act received regular use. Traveling the vaudeville circuit from coast to coast, year after year, meant keeping only what was absolutely necessary and discarding the rest.

      But performers of every type tended to be a superstitious lot. Christopher didn’t normally consider himself one for either sentiment or superstition, but the day he’d added the angel to his act had been the day he’d received the coveted “next to closing” spot on the bill. Christopher Fiend, the Marvelous Magician, was finally a headliner…even if only in tiny towns like Twelfth Junction.

      So she remained in his trunk, even if she only came out around Christmas.

      “Next year, it will be Chicago. Perhaps even New York,” he added. “All I need is a bit more of that luck you gave me back in Port Angeles.”

      They were scheduled to play the Iowan Chateau Theater in Twelfth Junction through Christmas Eve. Christmas Day, they’d take a train to Chicago. Then, Monday evening, December 26, he’d perform in front of a booking agent for the Orpheum circuit. Rumor had it the circuit intended to build a new flagship theater on Broadway in New York City. If he could sufficiently impress the agent, Christopher would soon be headlining in the largest theater in the largest city in the country.

      He would finally have made it.

      But first, he had to get through this series of performances. As Christopher exited the dressing room carrying the angel, a woman exclaimed “Get your hands off me!” followed by the sound of a slap.

      Lily.

      Grinding his teeth, Christopher quickened his step. Most of the performers were busy with rehearsal; the piano accompaniment to Betty and Barbara Goldstein, the “Singing Sisters,” echoed faintly from the stage.

      Two figures stood in the dimly lit hallway: Christopher’s assistant, Lily Lilac, her back pressed against the wall, her teeth bared as though she meant to bite. And Dennis Jefferson.

      Of course.

      Jefferson gripped her wrist with one hand, his cheek reddening where she’d slapped him. He loomed over her small form, muscles evident beneath his suit despite the gray Christopher knew lurked under his hair dye. “Listen to me, you—”

      “I shouldn’t finish that sentence, if I were you,” Christopher said.

      Jefferson let go of Lily as though burned. Then, seeming to realize who had spoken, his mouth twisted into a sneer. “This doesn’t concern you, Fiend.”

      “Come now,” Christopher said, keeping his voice mild even though his pulse had quickened with anger, “you wouldn’t want to disorder your hair before opening night, would you, Jefferson?”

      “Opening night—if you can even call it that.” Contempt dripped from the words. “A no-name theater in a backwater with more cows than people in it.”

      As much as he hated to agree with Jefferson on anything, Christopher couldn’t deny his assessment. Twelfth Junction was barely a spot on the map, just large enough to have a theater, department store, and hotel.

      The door into the wings opened. “Jefferson?” his partner Gerald Morton called. “We’re on for rehearsal.”

      Indeed, the piano had fallen silent, and the so-called singing sisters along with it. Jefferson straightened his jacket and marched out, bumping Morton rather rudely as he did so.

      “What a prick,” Lily said, when the door shut.

      The tension broke, and Christopher chuckled. “He certainly is a thoroughly unpleasant sort, isn’t he?”

      Lily bit her lip. “Why does a nice fellow like Gerald put up with him?”

      “Gerald, is it?” Christopher teased.

      “None of your business,” Lily shot back. “I keep telling him he ought to find someone new to work with.”

      Christopher shrugged. Lily was young, barely nineteen, though she thought of herself as worldly beyond her years. So had he, at that age. “Jefferson was an established name even before he took on Morton. Taking a risk, starting over again from scratch, isn’t as easy as it sounds when you’re on the wrong side of thirty.” He waved his hand, dismissing the topic. “We’ll part ways with them soon enough—I believe they’re going on to Milwaukee after Chicago. Until then, let me know if Jefferson gives you any more trouble.”

      She looked unaccountably glum at the prospect. Christopher briefly wondered if he should have a word with Morton as well, then dismissed the thought. Lily knew her own business, and it wasn’t for him to interfere, no matter how much he might worry for her.

      “Let’s test the trap door on the prop table before rehearsal,” he suggested. “It’s been a while since we’ve used the angel with it.”

      As always, the prospect of work cheered her. “Whatever you say, boss,” she said, and followed him into the wings.
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      “The numbers don’t lie, Tobias,” Edward said. “The Iowan Chateau is practically bleeding money. The only sensible thing to do would be to shut it down.”

      The two brothers sat near the front of the house, observing the rehearsal of the vaudeville performers Tobias had lured to Twelfth Junction. For the most part, they were almost as shabby a lot as the theater itself. The two men currently on stage performing a one-act play weren’t bad, per se, but the jokes peppering their lines had been stale back when Father managed the theater.

      Father, who would have hated the very thought of vaudevillians treading the same boards their mother had walked on.

      “No,” Tobias said immediately. “We can still make this work, Edward. People here are hungry for entertainment. If we can just get enough of them through the door by Christmas, we’ll be…not well off, but surely we’ll have enough to stretch until the end of the season. How can you think of throwing the Chateau away so carelessly?”

      Edward bit back any number of retorts. Father had always said Tobias had the theater in his blood. He’d spoken the words proudly, but they’d filled Edward with dread.

      At least Tobias had followed in their father’s footsteps, not their mother’s. As for Edward, he’d gone into accounting at the first opportunity.

      Which meant he knew the numbers even better than Tobias. “You’ll need to draw crowds for the next several months to overcome the debt left to you by Father. I know you’re trying to modernize the theater, but…well, I’m afraid it’s a case of too little too late.”

      “I won’t give up until there’s no other choice,” Tobias said stubbornly.

      “Just like Father,” Edward muttered.

      “Wrong. Father clung to the past. I’m looking to the future.” Before Edward could object, Tobias held up a hand. “Now hush. The magician is coming on for his stage rehearsal, and I want to see how some of the tricks are done.”

      Edward had seen the posters plastered around town for the last few days. Christopher Fiend, the Marvelous Magician! they proclaimed, beneath the sinister figure of a man surrounded by tiny, cartoonish demons. It was utterly ludicrous, the product of a flighty, fanciful mind.

      Needless to say, Edward disapproved of both flightiness and fancy.

      Determined to try and talk sense into his brother, Edward settled back in his chair and turned his attention to the stage. His earlier thought about the shabbiness of the performers certainly failed to hold true of the man now striding about.

      Edward had seen his share of handsome men, but something about this one stood out. It was the way he moved, Edward realized after another moment of study. Like a dancer, every gesture was not just graceful but expansive, as though he told a tale with his body as well as his words.

      The lights brought forth shades of gold in the man’s honey brown hair, and gilded the planes of a handsome face. His tuxedo, with its white tie and tails, was a bit out of date but scrupulously cared for, and had a pale green carnation pinned to the lapel. Edward’s throat went dry at the sight.

      The meaning behind the choice of flower would pass most of the audience by—or so Edward devoutly hoped—but he recognized it from his days at university, in the company of other men whose inclinations matched his own.

      As though feeling Edward’s eyes on him, the man glanced out into the house. Their gazes met, and the man’s thin lips quirked into a smile.

      Heat rising in his face as well as his groin, Edward jerked his gaze away. His eyes lighted on a small table occupying center stage. A wooden angel—an ornament of some kind?—sat on it, and for a mad moment Edward was certain she smiled at him too.

      A diminutive woman, wearing a coat over what was sure to be a scandalously tight costume, strolled across the stage unrolling a wire so thin it was barely visible even with the house lights up. When she reached the wings, she frowned. “Christopher, I need a ladder to reach.”

      Tobias hastened out of his seat. “Allow me—I’m taller, and I’ve helped set up the Rising Cards trick before.”

      With a shock, Edward realized the man who’d so captured his attention must be none other than the magician, Christopher Fiend. The posters hadn’t done him justice.

      Tobias tacked up the wire, paused to admire the wooden angel and table Fiend was busy with, and returned. He jostled Edward slightly when he squeezed past to take his seat. “Sorry. Now, were you going to nag me further about the theater’s finances?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Tobias wasn’t going to listen, anyway. “I should be going.”

      Edward rose to his feet and picked up his hat from where he’d placed it on the seat beside him. “Do you truly have to leave so soon?” Tobias asked. “At least say you’ll return for opening night. It’ll do you good to get out.”

      “I have matters to attend to,” Edward said, though his mind remained blank when he tried to come up with any. Christmas generally wasn’t a busy time for accountants; most of his clients were farmers who had long since finished with the harvest.

      “Please,” Tobias said, more softly this time. “If you’re right, if it is too late, this could be one of the last performances given here. The final opening night. Come for old time’s sake, if nothing else.”

      Though Edward had left the theater behind the instant he could, he knew its loss would devastate his little brother. “Very well.”

      He started to turn toward the exit, when a clear, ringing voice called, “Sir? I believe you have something of mine.”

      Startled, Edward looked at the stage and found Fiend watching him, a small smile on his lips. Fiend’s eyes were a warm gray, and when he extended his hand, his entire body bowed gracefully toward Edward.

      Heat flushed through Edward. “I-I don’t know what you mean,” he managed to choke out through the sudden tightness in his throat.

      That enchanting smile remained fixed on him. “Check your hat.”

      Startled, Edward glanced down and saw a single playing card neatly tucked into the band.

      How on earth had the devil done it? Edward had been painfully aware of Fiend’s location every moment since he’d come on stage, and knew he hadn’t drawn anywhere near the house seats.

      Well, if Fiend expected him to react like an awed country bumpkin, he was doomed to disappointment. Keeping his expression stony, Edward started for the stage, card held at arm’s length. Before he took more than two steps, however, Fiend withdrew his hand and straightened. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t really need it until tonight’s performance. Though if you’d be so kind as to return it at intermission, I’d be grateful.”

      And with that, Fiend turned away and began to issue orders to his assistant. Thoroughly nonplussed, Edward made his way out of the theater, the card still clutched in his hand.

      He didn’t think to look more closely at it until he reached the street. Uncurling his fingers, he beheld the King of Hearts.
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      That evening, and against his better judgement, Edward took his place in the box seat reserved for the family. Not that there was anyone left save for himself and Tobias. At one time, his father had watched every performance from this lofty view, while his mother performed below. Edward could dimly remember how proud he’d felt when he’d been judged old enough to sit here.

      He shook his head in annoyance. There was no sense in reliving old memories. These days, with funds tight, Tobias worked as a stagehand as well as a manager, on the theory it was one less employee to pay. Given the fine layer of dust on the chairs, it had been some time since he’d had the luxury of simply enjoying a show.

      A few of the other boxes had occupants, though not all of them by any means. The mayor and his wife sat across from Edward, and the owner of the grain mill occupied an adjacent box. The seats below, however, had more people in them than Edward had expected. Indeed, more and more crowded inside, until nearly every row was filled.

      Perhaps the approaching holiday had brought some of the outlying families into town to shop, and they’d remained to see the show. Or perhaps Tobias had been right, and a varied, indeed modern, program was what his customers wanted.

      If the next two nights, combined with the two matinees, could pack the house as full as tonight, Tobias might indeed put off closing the Chateau’s doors, at least for a few months.

      While the patrons found their seats, an acrobat flipped and tumbled on the stage. His dark skin contrasted with his bright costume and props, and Edward found himself admiring the fellow’s skill as well as the lean muscles displayed by his rather form-fitting attire. According to the superlative-laden bill, he was “Peter Freeman, the greatest solo acrobat on either side of the Mississippi.”

      The house lights went down as the last
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DECEMBER 22 - 24, 1910

Matinees at 2:15 p.m. Evenings at 8:15 p.m.

PRESENTING

CHRISTOPHER FIEND

THE MARVELOUS MAGICIAN
Assisted by Miss Lily Lilac

PETER FREEMAN
The greatest solo acrobat on either side of the Mississippi.

The Singing Sisters

BETTY AND BARBARA GOLDSTEIN
‘Whose lively performance will lift the heart of even the most downcast.

DENNIS JEFFERSON

and

GERALD MORTON
Presenting the sketch ‘Morning Coffee.” Continuous laughter!

Harry IrRVING
Violinist. The best of them all.

“THE WRONG DRESS
A short film.
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