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Bureau of the Arcane, Main Office

Department of Mystical Divergence

Attn: The Eagle’s Aerie

2323 Pennsylvania Ave. NW

Washington, D.C. 20007

To Whom It May Concern:

The narrative contained herein constitutes the entirety of my report of the events that occurred between June 5 and June 19, 1937. I have included examples where necessary, as directed, including documentation concerning one Laura Ann Langston, formerly my apprentice, and now deceased.

I have also appended photographs (many found among the personal effects of Miss Langston herself), charts, newspaper articles, and primary source documents to provide context for these events—particularly for members of the Bureau of the Arcane council and the oversight committee who are not practitioners of the mystical disciplines. I hope that this report satisfies the council and fully puts to rest all concerns over the possibility that the mages of the Bureau of the Arcane’s Conservation Corps, Colored Auxiliary acted in anything but a professional manner, completing our assigned task as instructed and averting what could have become a national crisis. The actions of a single untrained, wayward girl should not detract from the work of mages who have maintained a sterling record of managing Blights and keeping the US economy humming along.

Any questions may be directed to my office in the Bureau of the Arcane’s New York branch.

Yours truly,
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The Skylark

July 23, 1937





[image: image]

Part 1

Great Expectations
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BUREAU OF THE ARCANE AND DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR ANNOUNCE PARTNERSHIP AIMED AT BLIGHT REDUCTION


January 12, 1936, Washington, D.C.—At the urging of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and with the approval of Congress, the Department of the Interior’s Mechomancy Division and the Bureau of the Arcane today announced a collaboration to remediate the scourge of environmental Blights throughout the United States. The Blights, which have continued to manifest in the years since the Great Rust, have remained a threat to the livelihoods of Mechomancers and licensed mages across the country.

Beginning in February, the Department of the Interior will work to place Resonators in all Blight-afflicted regions. These constructs counteract the imbalances and power fluctuations created by damage to the Dynamism that led to the Great Rust. The Resonators will provide much more powerful and efficient corrections to the Blights than that which had previously been provided by the mages of the Bureau of the Arcane, allowing Mechomantic devices to operate within the Blight zones while mitigating their myriad secondary effects.

As many Americans are aware, those living within Blight zones have reported a host of troubling phenomena over time: strange weather patterns; increased rates of sickness, nausea, and malaise; and, in some cases, the mysterious formation of creatures colloquially referred to as Blight Beasts.

Officials believe that these Resonators will allow more Americans to remain living and working within Blight zones. The years since the Great Rust have seen record numbers of Americans abandoning their homes wherever Blights have taken root; despite the efforts of mages to address the Blights through manipulation of the Dynamism, experts say that nearly two million Americans have been displaced since the Blights began appearing in the aftermath of the Great Rust in 1927. These Resonators—which will be produced in significant quantities by the collaboration of eight of the country’s largest Mechomancer firms and maintained by the efforts of mages within the Bureau of the Arcane—will finally allow this issue to be addressed on a large scale.

The head of the Bureau of the Arcane, Douglas Adler, praised this new initiative. “Mechomancy is the future of America, and licensed practitioners of the mystical arts are proud to be uniting with the country’s esteemed Mechomancers on the Resonator initiatives. We are hopeful that this enterprise will alleviate the impacts of the Blights, strengthen Mechomantic progress across the nation, and put real, honest Americans back to work.”

A spokesman for President Roosevelt declared the program one more triumph in his plan to rebuild America in the wake of the Great Rust, and has promised more reforms going forward.
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The city never sleeps, but I really need a nap.





Chapter
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One

I’m not looking for any trouble. I never am. But, somehow, I keep finding it anyway. Or maybe it finds me.

I’d thought New York, full of opportunity and chaos and possibility as it is, might be a place where a colored girl with, if I may be so bold, more than a little talent in the mystical arts could finally catch a break. But even here, talents like mine don’t seem to be worth a cup of joe these days—in fact, more often than not, they’ll put a target on your back.

As evidenced by the spectacle I’m currently witnessing.

I’m sitting in the corner booth of a no-name diner in Manhattan, trying to ignore the skin-crawl feeling of the white waitress staring at me while I watch the scene unfurl outside. Cops pour out of a nearby building, hauling out mages, using their silver billy clubs liberally whenever someone looks like they might want to put up a fight. The sidewalk is spattered red with the mages’ blood, but no one seems to care, pedestrians avoiding the flailing men and women, most of them colored like me.

“Finally rounding up those filthy ’mancers,” the waitress says, coming over and leaning to peer out the window as well. There’s a slight smile twisting her thin lips. “That speakeasy’s been there for over a year now. I’d been starting to think the coppers would never break it up, you know?”

“I . . . yes. Can I get a refill?” I say, pointing to my empty cup. The carafe is in her hand, but she still sighs as she pours half a mug’s worth of the oily brew they’re calling coffee. It’s not good, but at least it’s real, not some raveling done by an Illusionist. She waits for a moment at the table’s edge, probably expecting me to order food, but when I just give her a tight smile, she moves away, grumbling under her breath about moolies taking up space. The parade of jobless men and opportunity-seeking hucksters that were here when I arrived filed out as soon as the job agencies opened their doors, leaving me alone in the diner, a colored girl at a dirty table nursing a mug of lukewarm coffee.

I lift my one worthwhile possession, a Brownie camera that Pigeon gave me a couple of years ago for my birthday, and snap a picture of the cops manhandling the mages just beyond the window. This is a thing I’ve done since I got to New York, taking these slice-of-life pictures, as though by documenting my days I can somehow make them worth more. Can’t tell you why, exactly. Maybe I imagined that at some point I would develop the photos and flip through them, a picture show of how far I’d come. But I’m right in the same place as when I arrived, more or less. The picture taking is more a silly habit than anything else.

I watch through the window until the last mage is pushed into the back of the police wagon, the portal inside zapping the mages to the local precinct. That could’ve been me, if I hadn’t overslept, if I hadn’t had to argue with my landlady about unpaid rent and the rat nesting in the wall of my room, the gnawing keeping me up all night. I could’ve been right there with the rest of them, spinning charms and raveling hexes, hoping the backlash wouldn’t hurt too much, when the police burst through the door. It was only a small disturbance in the Possibilities—a feeling of being watched, you might say—that slowed my footsteps and turned me away from the door of the speakeasy and its illegal charms, sending me into the diner across the street.

Lucky me.

I may have avoided the eager batons of the coppers, but I’m still in a pickle when it comes to my financial situation. I pull out my change purse and count my coins one more time. Two dollars and thirty-six cents. That is all the money I have left, and a dime of it has to cover the coffee.

I came, I saw, I failed spectacularly.

New York was a pipe dream, and now that I’m knee-deep in the muck, I can’t help but regret ever leaving Pennsylvania. My sister, Pigeon, always ready to be the voice of reason for her flighty younger sister, warned me that the city was no place for nice girls, but I only smiled and said that was perfect before promising that I’d write every week and send money when I could.

I’ve sent few letters, and even less cash.

Boy, she’s going to get a chuckle out of the mess I made of this one, I think, trying to cheer myself up with memories of Pigeon’s characteristic scowl. Once she’s through being vexed with me, that is.

Country living was easy. Nothing for Floramancers like us to do other than ravel charms for dairy cows and scry the future of a newborn every now and then. Sometimes we’d go out foraging for bits to change into other useful things—acorns and walnuts and the like, which we could ravel into milk buckets or flowerpots or the occasional potpie, nothing fancy. No one wanted Big Ravels in the sticks, and they definitely didn’t want the kind of gourmet creations I spent my free time thinking up: magnificent raveled desserts that few chefs, even those trained in the mystical arts, could imagine. It was one thing to turn a walnut into a construct to help around a farm; it was quite another to use that same walnut to create a three-tiered cake that tasted of dreams and happiness. My mother and aunts were good with the Possibilities, and I’d learned a lot from them. But the kind of food I wanted to ravel wasn’t the kind you found in Pennsylvania.

And that’s why I came to New York. I’d hoped to get an apprenticeship at a bakery, the kind I saw in the food magazines that were sometimes on the rack in the general store. With a bit of training, I knew I could use the finest ingredients and my considerable talents in the mystical arts to create amazing treats, even something otherworldly. Tiny, light tarts raveled from pecans, cakes raveled from a handful of the best almonds, confection spun out of peaches that melted on the tongue and reminded people of their happiest childhood memory.

My plan was to work in such a place just long enough to get a sponsorship and get my license, as everyone knew it was impossible to get a mage’s license without a proper sponsor. Prohibition had made anything more complex than household charms illegal, and without a licensed mage to vouch for both my skill and character, I’d never be able to get my certification. Applying for a license from the government without a sponsor was pricey, and they didn’t take too kindly to colored folks, so impressing one of New York’s mage bakers was my best chance at opening my own treat shop.

That is my best, shiniest dream, the fantasy I spin when I have trouble sleeping. In it, my shop is fancy and cosmopolitan, and so popular that people like J. Paul Getty and Howard Hughes demand my creations for their events. “Get me a Laura Ann Langston confection!” they’d yell into the phone, slamming their hands down on gleaming wooden desks. People from all over would line up each day for a chance to buy a pastry, twisting twice around the block. I’d be in one of those food magazines, and they’d say my treats were “life changing” and “to die for.” I’d wear the best fashions from Paris and carry around an ostrich-plume fan just because. Reporters would ask me what Shirley Temple’s favorite cake was, and I’d laugh and swat at them with my fan. “I never bake and tell,” I’d say with a gleam in my eye, and then lean in and whisper, “but it’s raveled from rose petals.”

I made the mistake of sharing this with my sister once and immediately regretted it. Pigeon thought it was a silly dream. Why would a colored girl work so hard to open something as useless as a bakeshop? Especially when I could have a comfortable life doing simple charms for the bumpkins in Shrinesville? The kind you didn’t need a license for, the kind that wouldn’t attract the attention of the Prohibition office’s enforcers? She couldn’t understand that I wanted Big Ravels, the kind that came with a license and an apprenticeship, the kind that would’ve been a given if I’d been born white. Pigeon thought I was a fool for leaving the safety of the family farm. She said as much the day of my seventeenth birthday, as I was packing up to head to the nearest Wayfaring station and get beamed to New York.

“Ain’t no one going to hire an unlicensed Negro mage, especially not one who happens to be a girl,” Pigeon said with a sniff. “All that struggle to make a bunch of fussy sweets? Ridiculous. You’ll see. You’ll be zapping back here inside of a month. And when you do, I’m going to say I told you so.”

Pigeon knew what she was talking about. She usually did. But I couldn’t face a long, endless future raveling charms for crops in Shrinesville, Pennsylvania. So I gave my sister a hug and marched out of the house for what I had hoped would be the last time.

It wasn’t only big dreams that had made me leave. Pennsylvania was smothering me, keeping me small, and who wanted to live a tiny life?

But now, penniless and out of luck, there’s a part of my brain that thinks maybe I’d been wrong to leave. Maybe I should just head home. A few months in the Big Apple had shown me the worst thing they could: that I was a silly colored girl with outlandish dreams. If I’d gotten nothing else out of this grand New York experiment, at least I’d gotten knocked upside the head with some common sense. Because here I am, less than four months later, broke as a joke and counting pennies like doing so could make them multiply.

At least I’d lasted longer than Pigeon had expected. That was something.

“Did you want to order food?” The waitress reappears like an apparition and eyes me in that half-defensive, half-angry way white folks always look at Negroes, like I might turn her into a frog and then swipe what’s in the till. I consider telling her that the black don’t rub off and my ravels aren’t the spiteful kind, but that wouldn’t assuage her fears. Most likely she’s heard the stories, the ones of powerful Negro mages, men and women both, charming white women so they could have their way with them, savage in their appetites. As if the Jim Crow laws in the South would exist if colored folks were that powerful.

The energy that powers Negro ravelings isn’t any different than the small bit at the heart of the machines made by the white Mechomancers who ply their trade throughout the city, but somehow folks are okay with the science of Mechomancy and leery of the exploitation of Possibilities. They had been so even before the Great Rust, but when that whole disaster went down, colored folks were an easy scapegoat. How else to explain the Blights that destroyed all Mechomancy but didn’t have any effect on the mystical arts? Never mind that there was no evidence that anything we mages did led to the Blights that now dot the country; it was somehow fact that the mystical arts must be to blame. And ever since Congress prohibited the use of anything beyond basic ravels without a license, the cops and G-men have been happy to break the skulls of mages, usually colored, all over the country.

Even here in New York.

Either way, I wouldn’t be casting charms on anyone anytime soon, even if I wanted to. Big Ravels don’t happen without a few essentials like joppa seeds and jacaranda vine. And I don’t have the coin for either.

Instead of giving the woman a piece of my mind, I just smile. “I’d like another warm-up, if’n you don’t mind?” The rumble of my belly is mostly inaudible.

The waitress purses her lips, her pale brow furrowing as she moves off to grab the carafe again. At least her racism is familiar. It was much worse getting turned away by every colored baker I’d asked about a job. For some reason I’d thought Negroes up in the Big Apple would be friendlier, or at least more understanding of my abilities and aspirations than the folks back in Pennsylvania had been. New York’s skyline might be dominated by the impossibly tall buildings Mechomancy makes possible, but everyone knows the city is held together with ravels laid over a hundred years ago, ones that prevented the river from flooding and the rats from taking over. Heck, it was just a few years ago that they were having a mystical renaissance in Harlem, folks finding new ways of twisting up old ravels into even better things.

But unlike the Negroes back in Shrinesville, who still relied on the same ravels our families had practiced for hundreds of years, most of the colored folks in New York seemed just as hostile to new mages as white folks. It hadn’t been this way before the Great Rust, when the mystical arts and technology still existed in an uneasy harmony . . . but that didn’t help me now. People still remembered that day in 1927 when a strange wave of energy washed over the United States, destroying great mechanicals and leaving Mechomancers powerless, their constructs failing in the ebb and flow of the Possibilities, the energy field that powered all ravels. The economy is still recovering a decade later, and with another war brewing in Europe between Mechomancy and the mystical disciplines, well, everyone is a bit on edge. And even colored folks seemed to buy into the nonsense that, somehow, the mystical arts had caused the Great Rust.

Nothing vexed me more than discovering this as I tried to make my way in the city. It didn’t make a lick of sense for colored folks to fear the mystical arts, especially in the larger scheme of things. After all, the European Necromancers hadn’t been picky about which Afrikans they’d grabbed and thrown on a boat heading west back in the old days, but that didn’t change people’s silly prejudices. And it wasn’t like the Floramancy I did was anything close to the Necromancy that the Ku Klux Klan and their predecessors were known for. But it didn’t matter. The whole country was in a quiet war with itself. White folks versus Negroes, the blands who embraced the science of Mechomancy versus practitioners of the mystical arts. It was part of the reason my grand New York experiment had fallen flat. “Mages need not apply” was second only to “Negroes need not apply.”

I would’ve been better off as a leper. At least sick folks get a measure of pity.

I count my coins again, wishing there were some kind of ravel that could duplicate them. But the coins are made of iron and silver—Mechomancy material, impervious to any kind of tinkering within the Possibilities. The only thing I can do is stack them over and over as my mind runs through my limited options.

I have four days until my landlady kicks me out for missing this month’s rent. Four days isn’t a lot of time, and I’m not even all that sure I’m of a mind to keep paying for the tiny rat-infested bedroom I rent in Miss Viola Swan’s Boardinghouse. Not that my preferences make a bit of difference. I need twenty dollars to stay, and I don’t have it. Miss Viola had assured me that anything less than twenty-five dollars a month was a steal in Harlem, but that was before I’d seen the place. It is less a boardinghouse and more a kennel, complete with fleas. Walking in and seeing those faded curtains and crooked floors day after day felt like manifesting my failure. The only reason I even have curtains and a threadbare quilt is because of Simone. She used to live in the room next to mine, turned tricks for money—that is to say, she raveled without a license for questionable characters in shady places. I’d been a little sweet on her and thought maybe my feelings were reciprocated a bit. But the police came and snatched Simone up one day, so now it’s only me and the rats and a bunch of girls I don’t know, most of them hoodlums just crashing at Miss Viola’s until the heat dies down and they can get back into whatever skullduggery had landed them in the clink in the first place.

I sigh and stare at my tiny pile of coins. Maybe getting into illegal hexes is the way to go. I am fresh out of other options.

Outside the diner window, the morning foot traffic has died to a trickle, and I briefly consider going back to Miss Viola’s, packing my stuff, and heading home. Buck fifty and I could be back in PA by dinnertime, knotting fertility charms out of trumpet vines and casting chicken bones for a look at the future with my rootworker aunts. I’d never be a great mage, never see my desserts in the pages of Harper’s or the New Yorker. At most I’d be a hedge witch. But I could live a nice, quiet life. Comfortable, even. Pigeon would leave off of her “told you so”s after a few weeks. A year at most.

Just the thought makes me want to bawl.

The waitress walks by, and I try to wave her down. “Hey, where’s my refill?” I call, pointing to my mostly empty cup.

Her lips tighten, and she shakes her head hard enough that her paper hat wobbles. “We’re all out of coffee, and we don’t serve troublemakers here. I suggest you finish up and clear on out,” she says, before stomping back toward the kitchen, her heels making an angry staccato sound on the cheap linoleum.

I stare after her, trying to figure what it was that turned her so salty, but then I notice the sesame seeds scattered across the tabletop. While I was fretting about my options, I must have let my abilities roam, because the seeds—the remnants from someone’s sandwich, most likely—have sent exploratory roots skittering across the table, writhing with the energy of the Possibilities. I sweep the seeds into my hand, because I know better than to waste their potential, and stand to leave.

“Yeah, well, maybe you should keep a cleaner establishment,” I mutter to no one in particular. I toss a nickel and a dime on the table because I’d never let it be said Laura Ann Langston is a cheapskate, grab the rest of my loot, and make my way out into the morning.

It is nearing lunchtime, and the mechanical district is abuzz. Mechomancers in derbies and bespoke suits crowd the sidewalks. Their detestable machines glide through the streets, the air thick with the coppery scent of their power. One of Henry Ford’s new constructs rumbles past, and I have to keep myself from spitting for luck. Some might think Mechomancy is the other side of the coin to the mystical arts, but there is nothing natural about it. Especially since, for most of American history, it was powered on the backs of colored folks.

Now good old FDR is working to make Mechomancy the cat’s meow once more, urging the Bureau of the Arcane to team up with Mechomancers to finally get the Blights under control. I read in the newspaper that Henry Ford is opening a factory in Queens and hiring hundreds of mages to craft his next line of automobiles. And then there’s Prohibition, slowly strangling what’s left of independent mages. If I wanted an apprenticeship to a mage at a Mechomancer firm, I could’ve gotten one several times over. But even now, flat broke and juggling pennies, I refuse to apply to one of the Mechomantic employment agencies. Some folks might think Mechomancy is the future, but it seems to me that no matter what anyone says about it these days, it’s just an unwanted relic from the past. I prefer work that won’t smother my conscience.

I loiter in the doorway of the diner, biding my time and reading the display page on a nearby paper. Negro Mages Head to Ohio to Quell the Country’s Largest Blight, the headline reads. Under that, pictures of colored folks lining up in a Wayfarer’s queue. They’re headed west into the Big Deep, the first, and still the worst, of the country’s Blights. The higher arts, as folks annoyingly call things like Mechomancy, might not work in a Blight, but the lower arts—the powers that draw from the Possibilities—always have, which is why the Bureau of the Arcane has been recruiting colored folks to help set the Blight to rights.

Good luck to them.

I step out onto the sidewalk, debating whether to head down to Central Park to gawk at the wyverns or maybe head back uptown to Harlem and try to catch up on my sleep, when I realize the sesame seeds in my hand won’t hold for later. The burst of potential I woke is anxious for release, tickling my palm with the Possibilities. Without a direction, all that latent energy is a recipe for disaster. Or at least an inconvenience.

A block up the avenue, a grizzled old white man holds down the corner, his clothing threadbare and ragged. “Powerless and hungry,” his sign reads. “Just another bland down on his luck.” He is covered in grime and barefoot, his face painted with a white scrub of beard. Normally I try not to get mixed up in the affairs of white folks, especially those who openly decry the mystical arts. It has a way of shaking out for the worst. But the man is even lower on his luck than I am, and I feel a measure of pity for him.

“Hey,” I say, approaching. The man looks up, his eyes rheumy. “Are you hungry?”

“What do you think?” he grumbles. He smells like a brewery, and I get the feeling that food isn’t what sustains him.

I shake the sesame seeds in my hand, cupping them loosely, and call on the Possibilities. I can see where the old man touches the ambient energy that connects all living things, and from there I can see what he desires. I can feel it, sudsy and bitter, running down my throat, easing hurts and filling my belly.

A couple of rolls of my wrist and each seed hits the ground with a hollow sound, like popping corn, raveling into a bottle of beer. A moment later, the man is surrounded by several full brown glass bottles.

He jerks to his feet, kicking over a couple of the beers as the final sesame seed hits the ground. “Hey, hey! Girlie, you a mage?” There is fear and excitement in his voice, and I decide it isn’t worth sticking around to see which one wins out. The last thing I need is a copper collaring me for performing unlicensed ravels.

“Have a nice supper, mister!” I yell over my shoulder before beating feet out of there.





NEGRO MAGES HEAD TO OHIO TO QUELL THE COUNTRY’S LARGEST BLIGHT

June 27, 1937, Pittsburgh, PA—After weeks of reports of new activity in the Ohio Deep Blight, the Bureau of the Arcane has confirmed it is doubling its efforts to mitigate the effects of the country’s oldest and most enduring Blighted zone. Multiple teams from the Bureau of the Arcane’s Conservation Corps, Colored Auxiliary have been sent in to reactivate and recharge the Resonators placed in the area last year. According to a press release by the Bureau of the Arcane, this action has been taken in response to complaints by local residents that the Blight has continued to grow in both size and intensity.

“We had to get out,” said a resident of Collinsville, one of the towns most central to the Blighted zone. In response to hundreds of residents fleeing the area, the Department of the Interior has established a resettlement center just outside of Pittsburgh. Eyewitnesses there have shared accounts of strange happenings, including Blight Beasts, shadowy creatures that stalk untreated Blight zones.

“Crops won’t grow, and all our animals got the bloat,” said another resident who recently fled. “The government said these Resonator contraptions were going to help, but things just keep getting worse. And now they’re sending colored folks in? Don’t they have any proper mages?”

When asked for comment, the Bureau of the Arcane simply stated that the Colored Auxiliary represents some of the finest licensed mages in the country, and reiterated that they stand behind the work of these men and women and their command of the mystical arts.

“I think those mages are just making things worse,” said a worker in the relocation facility. “In the past month the number of people fleeing the Blight has tripled. Why aren’t the Resonators working like everyone said they would?”

Last year, the Department of the Interior and the Bureau of the Arcane announced a joint program to combat the recent surge of Blights in the aftermath of the Great Rust. Blights render Mechomancy inert and have, in extreme cases, been tied to illness and lower crop yields. Resonators, Mechomantic constructs that are designed to bolster the use of the mystical arts to repair the damage to the Dynamism, were installed in the area, but have been experiencing more frequent bouts of ineffectiveness over the last six weeks. Residents in the area have petitioned the governor for help ever since.

“Our prayers have finally been answered,” said one displaced resident. “But I worry that it’s too late.”
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There are a thousand ways to starve in the Big Apple, and a sucker born every minute. This scam involved hair tonic and a very nice wig.





Chapter
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Two

I opt for heading to Central Park over returning to Miss Viola’s. I’d prefer just about anything short of a Klan meeting to returning to my miserable abode. A girl can spend only so many hours staring at the water-stained walls before she considers murder to be a swell idea, and I do not want my next letter to Pigeon, should I ever write one, to be from jail. And besides, maybe something good will happen on the way to the park.

Good things could happen for me—I believe that deep in my heart—and I have half a hope that if I give the Possibilities a chance, they’ll finally sprinkle some good fortune down on me. That sort of hope is the only reason I’ve lasted this long in New York.

A few blocks’ walk and I’m at the entrance to Central Park nearest to the unicorn enclosure. I’ve never much cared for unicorns. They’re judgmental jerks in the way that all beautiful cryptids tend to be, always telling a body things they already know and mostly don’t care to hear again. But today, after seeing those cops bust up that group of mages, I find I’m not so picky about my company.

A bunch of school kids, all of them white and wearing robes I recognize as being from the Edison Mechomancer Academy, harass a couple of mares for rides nearest the entrance, holding out carrots and sugar cubes invitingly—as if unicorns are just fancy horses. They’ll be lucky not to be bitten—or worse. I skirt the group and make a beeline for the back of the enclosure. There is no actual fence for the area, just a bunch of Elementalist beacons, the crystals marking the outline of the enclosure in large quartz stones every few feet. After a quick glance to make sure no one’s looking my way, I slip through the barrier. The power scrapes against my skin, harsh and cold. Blands would have to walk the long way around—the enclosure is meant to keep visitors from harassing the unicorns—but I have no problem redirecting the energy through the Possibilities and taking a shortcut to the bench I’m eyeing on the back side of the field, where no one can bother me. The summer sunshine radiates onto it, already hot and sticky even though it is still early in the day.

As I sit, I find a single sesame seed still stuck to my palm. It’s a late bloomer of sorts, and the potential in the seed is just waking up.

Apple?

The voice in my head is plummy, and I glance up to see that one of the mares has ditched the kiddos and followed me to the back of the enclosure. The creature has a dappled gray coat and a mane of deep violet, her horn bright silver. She is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

“Sorry, I don’t have any apples.”

But you have Possibilities. Ravel me an apple, love?

This, of course, is the exact issue with unicorns. They are as demanding as they are striking.

I roll the remaining sesame seed into the middle of my palm. I’ve already done a bit of lawbreaking this morning, so what’s a touch more? With the unicorn’s insistent influence filling my head, a vibrant red apple appears in my hand.

That looks delicious. You are quite a talented Floramancer. Too bad your dreams of opening your own bakery are dead on arrival.

“Rude,” I say, giving the unicorn a glare. “How do you even know about that?” I’ve never met this particular unicorn before. I’m so annoyed and unbalanced that I consider eating the apple myself, but I don’t because that is a great way to tempt a bit of backlash, and a splitting headache is the last thing I need.

The unicorn gives me a smug look before delicately taking the apple with her rubbery lips. She crunches through it happily, and I sigh. If only I could ravel for myself. That is one problem with utilizing the Possibilities: it always has to be directed outward. Ravels done for oneself have a way of backfiring, and every novice learns a thousand cautionary tales before ever spinning a single ravel. I can knit an apple for a unicorn or a case of beer for a hobo, but if I were to try to make anything for myself, it would come out twisted and unnatural. Or worse, it would come out perfectly and my body would pay the price of my selfishness. There are ways to get around it—having a familiar to bleed off some of the chaos, joining a coven when those were still a thing—but neither idea ever really appealed to me. Working with others seemed like a hassle, and why should some cat or dog suffer just because I wanted to ravel myself a new dress or something silly like that?

The unicorn finishes her apple and turns to walk away. She’s gone only a few steps when she turns back with a swish of her purple tail.

The Bureau of the Arcane’s Conservation Corps, Colored Auxiliary is looking for apprentices. Go to the Flatiron. Today.

“Why would I want to do that?” I ask.

A license is a license, love.

I set my lips in a stern line. The unicorn isn’t wrong. Working for old Uncle Sam could get me a license—assuming I can stand it that long. The Bureau of the Arcane was still Mechomancy work, just with the government’s name on the check. Pigeon had gone on and on about joining up back when the Colored Auxiliary was announced last summer—she never could resist a chance to use her power to help people, infuriatingly so—but we soon realized that it was less real work and more cleanup. Why would I become a housemaid of the mystical arts? That feels less like success and more like settling. If I’d wanted to settle, I would have stayed in Shrinesville.

But the unicorn isn’t finished speaking. That’s not why I’m telling you this, though. The strongest mage in Manhattan works there. She needs you. And you need her.

Normally I wouldn’t have trusted a damn thing a unicorn said. Cryptids have a way of twisting things up to suit their whims, and some, like unicorns, have a funny view of time. Meaning, she could be talking about something that wouldn’t happen for fifty years. But sudden goose bumps raise on my arms at the unicorn’s announcement, making it feel less like advice and more like Prophecy, and no one with half a lick of sense ignores a Prophecy from a unicorn.

Besides, they’ll give you a place to live.

“I have a place to live!”

If you say so, the unicorn says, before flicking her tail, turning around, and making her slow way back to the group of children.

I’m somehow even more depressed leaving the park than I was heading in. The Bureau of the Arcane! Honestly. If I wanted to get a job with those Mechomantic bootlickers, I could’ve done that when I first got to New York and saved myself four months of scrabbling for honest work.

The Bureau of the Arcane says it wants to make life better for mages, but it also advocated for the Sponsorship Law, which requires all mages be apprenticed to a licensed mage for at least a year before applying for their own license. That might sound like a great way to make sure only competent mages are licensed, but it really just makes sure that practically every mage ends up spending some time working for a Mechomancer. The way I want to use the mystical arts has nothing to do with Mechomancy, using the Possibilities to power those mechanical constructs. Why should I hitch my wagon to a mechanical star when there are real stars out there burning bright?

I’m still in a bit of a snit after I’ve stomped all the way back to Miss Viola’s boardinghouse, which is a long way to stomp. The streets have fallen into disrepair and hollow-eyed men and women crowd them. Uptown, where dreams go to die, is where I live.

I climb the steps to the tenement and have gone up only the first two when the door flies open. Standing in the doorway, a bottle in her hand, is Miss Viola.

“Linda!” she says, giving me a gap-toothed grin. Her pale skin twists in a terrifying way. My first impression of Miss Viola had been of an elephant, not because of her size but because of how wrinkled her skin is. She’s ancient, and fearsome in that way old people can be. “Where’s my rent?”

I give Miss Viola what I hope is a friendly grin. “Well, ma’am, first, it’s Laura, and second, I’m afraid I’m still looking—”

“Just as I thought,” she says. She tosses a familiar bundle at me, and I scramble to catch my few belongings, which have been tied up in the silk handkerchief I use to wrap my hair at night.

“Hey!” I say. “You said I could have until the eighth of the month!”

“That was before I’d found a new lodger to pay for your room,” Miss Viola says, drinking deeply from the bottle. “Just found someone who paid me two months’ rent up front, and who won’t nag at me about some made-up rat keeping them up.” She sniffs at me before closing the door.

I grit my teeth and fight back tears. I have nowhere else to go, and everything I own is now in my arms, smelling faintly of mold and stale cigarette smoke. I’m not sad to be done with Miss Viola’s, but where am I supposed to sleep?

That’s when a haughty voice comes back to me.

The Bureau of the Arcane’s Conservation Corps, Colored Auxiliary is looking for apprentices.

They’ll give you a place to live.

I sigh. Unicorns.

I turn on my heel and head back the way I came.
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This is such a grand city. It’s a shame it’s also so ruthless.





Chapter
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Three

The Flatiron Building is a hundred blocks from Miss Viola’s, and I consider taking one of the newer portal routes rather than walk. It costs only a nickel. But I have so few coins left that I am loathe to spend a single one, and so I take the leather bus instead, walking two hours through the sweltering heat.

My travels take me past a number of new buildings under construction, all of them being raised by Mechomancers. The steel girders are a dead giveaway, as is the way my belly roils when I pass the men plying their trade, riveting and welding and generally making a big, stinky mess. But none of them are as big a monstrosity as the Empire State Building, which earned the distinction of the tallest skyscraper in the world, to the delight of the Mechomancers who had built it. It was thrown up after the Great Rust, “a triumph of the spirit of the mechanical,” one paper had called it, and every time I’m near it, I’m unsettled. Mechomancy always feels like unwashed laundry, sticky and vaguely foul. It clings to my skin and makes me itchy, like the time Pigeon was mad at me for stealing her best hair comb and decided she maybe wouldn’t rinse all the lye soap out of my underthings. The Empire State Building is a hundred times more powerful than that. The first time I walked past it I nearly puked, so I’ve avoided the area ever since. People seem to think that as long as a thing can be done, it should. But reacting to all the Mechomantic buildings crumbling during the Great Rust by running out to build newer, taller ones seems like all kinds of foolishness to me.

If some Floramancer was out here building skyscrapers from raveled acorns and oaks, they’d be arrested before they could even lay the foundation. Why were things so very different for Mechomancers? No one ever asks a Negro girl from Pennsylvania her opinions on such things, and so I just keep walking down Broadway, getting away from the construction sites as quickly as possible.

It’s lunchtime, and the midday sun makes itself known in a real way, hellishly hot as it reaches sharp fingers between the buildings and heats the street below. By the time I make it to the Flatiron, I’ve worked up a fine lather, and I realize the kind of impression I’m going to make, carrying the entirety of my earthly belongings wrapped in a ratty old silk handkerchief. I stop near a storefront to check my appearance, and indeed, the frizzy-haired colored girl who stares back at me is not an impressive sight. My dress is wrinkled, sweat soaks the material under my arms, and I smell, quite honestly, like salami on rye. Perhaps I should’ve dropped a little money on a portal ride after all.

I consider raveling myself something new to wear, but even under the circumstances, the blowback wouldn’t be worth it. Nothing to do but smooth my hair under my hat and readjust the hairpins so they cover a bit more of my frizzy braids. I use an unlaundered slip to wipe most of the perspiration off my face, and then repack my bundle of clothing so it looks less like I’ve just been kicked out of my room and more like I’ve just arrived in the city, looking to join the Colored Auxiliary. I smile at my still-disheveled appearance in the reflection of the window, but it quickly fades into a grimace.

My talent will have to do the talking for me.

The Flatiron Building is a most peculiar thing, and I have spent a number of afternoons just stopping to gawk at it as I pass while pursuing one fruitless lead after another. It’s still standing in the aftermath of the Great Rust because it wasn’t built by Mechomancers—it was built by Elementalists, the mages pulling stone and iron together into a structure that vaguely resembles a slice of very tall layer cake. The ravels of it feel cool and crisp, like drinking fresh snowmelt, and that calms my sudden nerves a bit. The Flatiron sits on a triangular lot at the intersection of three streets, and looking at it makes me a little wistful for my mama’s red velvet cake.

The jab of homesickness that erupts from the thought nearly makes me gasp with pain. Sudden tears prick my eyes, and for a moment I consider turning on my heel and heading to the nearest Wayfaring station. It’s Tuesday, so Mama would be at her weekly church meeting trying to convince Pastor Riley that Jesus Christ was reborn not through the power of Judas’s Necromancy or the Elemental abilities of the rest of the apostles, but because Mary was a Floramancer of great strength. Mama was convinced anything could be accomplished with nothing more than a handful of herbs and seeds, including cheating death. Pigeon would be fanning herself and rolling her eyes, ignoring any boy who tried to take advantage of choir practice to flirt with her. “Not in the Lord’s house,” she would exclaim, even though they’d be necking in an alcove as soon as practice was done.

I take deep breaths until the fear and sadness and longing passes. The people back home are what had sent me running to the Big Apple in the first place, and the sooner I remember that, the better off I’ll be. I came to New York to be a great mage, and this might be the chance I’ve been waiting for these past months. It’s not as if I’ve had any other.

Besides, I was sent by a unicorn, one who seemed to know a bit more about me than was usual. When a unicorn gives a body life advice, they’d do well to heed it.

I enter the building with a renewed sense of purpose, a ravel shivering over me as I do. Most of the buildings in New York have gargoyles or other wards guarding them, looking out for troublemakers. But I have real business at the Flatiron, so after a heartbeat the charm releases me with a slight pop, no worse for wear.

The lobby is underwhelming, consisting of nothing but a plain room and a security guard reading a dime novel at the desk. I give the man my best smile. “Hi, I’m—”

“Fourth floor, all the way at the end of the hall,” the man says without looking up. “It’ll look like a broom closet, but it isn’t. Go on inside.”

I walk away without thanking him and manage to keep the look of disgust off my face. Mostly. Psychics are the worst. Always looking into the future but never seeing anything useful.

After an elevator ride up to the fourth floor, I exit into a hallway covered in the brightest yellow linoleum I’ve ever seen. A pattern of interlocking squares runs across it, and I am wholly absorbed in studying it, convinced it contains a raveling of some sort, when someone clears their throat.

“Can I help you?”

I tear my gaze away from the floor. The hallway leads down to a desk where a colored woman sits clacking away at a typewriter. She’s smartly dressed in a dove-gray business suit, a matching hat hanging behind her on the coatrack in the corner. Her hair has been straightened and pulled back into a complicated updo. Gosh, even the secretaries in New York are sophisticated and beautiful and everything I hoped I might be after spending a few months in the Big Apple. Yet here I am, in the same blue sack dress I arrived in, with a pair of ugly brown shoes that I got at the Woolworth’s when the bottle caps would no longer stay on my old shoes. My hair is curly from the humidity, and even though I just fixed it, frizzy tendrils escape once more.

“I said, ‘Can I help you?’”

The woman hasn’t looked up from her typewriter, and a tsunami of doubt threatens to knock me over. The woman looks like a film star—if they let colored women star in movies, that is. Still, I’m feeling a bit flummoxed, my yearning to impress this woman and my need to find employment colliding and, truth be told, making it a bit hard to breathe. “Um, a unicorn sent me,” I finally stammer out.

That gets the woman’s attention. She stops typing and looks at me with a sharp expression. “What’s your name?”

“Laura—”

She holds up a hand. “No. Never give out your real name. Names have power. What are they even teaching children these days?” The woman mutters this last bit before taking a deep breath and letting it out with a sigh. “When I ask your name, I’m asking, what is your mystical name?”

“Oh. I, um, don’t have one.” Ma didn’t truck with such nonsense—most mages back in Shrinesville didn’t. Pigeon had taken a new name when she turned eighteen because she was contrary, not because it was expected. Although it could be said that being contrary was a family tradition.

The woman raises a single brow, the movement drawing my attention once more. “Well, that is a surprise. Where did you learn your talents?”

“My ma taught me. She’s a root woman back home in Pennsylvania.”

“I see,” she says, sighing again as she finishes her typing and pulls the sheet from the machine. I don’t have a chance to say anything more before the woman stands. “Well, Laura, from Pennsylvania, tell me why you want to join the Bureau of the Arcane’s Conservation Corps, Colored Auxiliary.”

“Wow. Try saying that three times fast,” I joke. When she just watches me, I clear my throat. “Well, I am quite skilled for a young mage, if I may be so bold, and looking to get a license. And I figured that there’s no better way to pursue that goal than serving my country.” The lie nearly sticks in my throat, and I clear it noisily.

“Serving your country,” the woman echoes. She is clearly unimpressed, and a fine bit of panic kicks up in my chest, knocking my heart into my ribs. If I botch this, I have no other options.

A poster catches by eye. Two men—one a skinny man in a silly robe, the other taller in a sharp suit—shake hands under the headline Mages and Mechomancers: Working Together for a Better America!

I might not be a very good liar, but I can definitely parse which way the wind blows.

“That’s right. I’m especially interested in Mechomancy—have been ever since I landed in New York and laid eyes on the Empire State Building.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Yep!” I chirp, shifting my weight from foot to foot. “It’s just like FDR says: without the work of men like Henry Ford and Howard Hughes, this country would hardly be the most powerful in the world. Mechomancy is what has made America great, and if we can use the Possibilities in service of it, well, that’s the ticket for me, ma’am.”

“The Possibilities?” she says, a smirk curling her lip.

My face falls, but I catch it almost immediately, and smile humbly. “I’m sorry, I was just . . . That’s what we call the Dynamism. Back home, I mean.”

“How quaint,” she says, and straightens a stack of papers brusquely. “Well, I am very sorry, but I’m afraid we do not have any positions open for a young mage of your particular bent at the moment.”

“Wait, what?” I say, but the woman is already sitting back down at her typewriter.

“You are not what we’re looking for,” she says. “You may go now.”

This is all wrong, and the panic comes surging back. If this goes belly-up . . . I realize in that moment that I’d work for a Mechomancer in a heartbeat if it meant I wouldn’t have to go home to Pigeon’s smug face.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to see whoever is in charge of this outfit,” I say, looking around the empty office. “You didn’t even give me a chance you show you what I can do.” My voice wavers, my anger and fear creating a lump in my throat. I don’t cry much, not in front of other people anyway, but sometimes when I get a fit of pique, there’s nothing to be done for it. I beat back the tears by focusing on my indignation. Someone has to listen to reason, and if it’s not this woman, then there has to be someone else. From what I’ve heard, the Colored Auxiliary can use all the mages they can get, and I’m no slouch.

I just need a chance.

The woman walks to the door without a response, and for a moment I think she’s ignoring me, but then she turns around and gives me a polite smile that chills my bones. “You’re talking to the one in charge of this outfit. I am the Skylark, Class Four Floramancer, senior agent in the United States Bureau of the Arcane, and head of its Northeast branch’s Floramancy Division, headquartered here in the New York office.”

“You?” Her words put me back on my heels.

“Of course. I’m the one who told the unicorns I was looking for mages, though if I would’ve known what they were going to send my way, I would’ve been a bit more specific in my request.”

I don’t know how to respond to that. Truthfully, I’m still a bit in awe of the woman. To think, a Negro woman running something here at the Bureau of the Arcane. I’m suddenly thinking my dreams weren’t too big after all. In fact, maybe they’re too small.

“I . . . I raveled an apple out of a s-sesame seed,” I stammer. “Please, just give me a chance.”

“I am afraid not.” The woman looks me up and down in a way that makes it clear this decision is not about my skill set. “Good day, young lady.”

That’s when the world tilts, and I have a moment of queasiness before I find myself staring directly into the sun. I stumble backward and shut my eyes tightly.

The woman teleported me to the sidewalk out in front of the Flatiron.

I’m not given to fits of temper. I swear. More often than not, I keep my cool and just do as I please. But this is more than even I can take. My anger is hot as Hades in August, and I’m half wishing I had an okra pod to show that stuck-up lady just what kind of a mage I am.

“Really?” I yell toward the windows on the fourth floor. “That’s it? You didn’t even give me a chance to—”

I’m interrupted by strong hands pushing me forward, my chest slamming painfully into the side of the building.

“That’s her, officer. That’s the girl what raveled me these.”

I’m still smoldering with ire as I twist my head around, catching a gander of the old hobo from earlier, his stash of beers cradled in his arms. How they even found me this far downtown is a mystery. Maybe they just wait here hoping to collar colored mages when they get rejected by the stupid Bureau of the Arcane.

I try to plead my case, but there isn’t half a chance. The cop trying to imprint my face on the side of the Flatiron cuffs me, the iron burning slightly against my skin as the restraints settle into place. He hauls me backward, his pale face twisted with disgust. The taste of blood fills my mouth, and I spit it out onto the sidewalk. “What the hell?”

“You’re under arrest for illicit raveling. Unless you got a license to do that?” He points to the old man hugging the bottles of beer.

I spit out more blood from my split lip, thinking about the flatfoots I watched busting up the speakeasy that morning, and I do the only smart thing.

I lie.

“Wasn’t me,” I say.

“Doesn’t matter,” the flatfoot says, shoving me forward. “He says it was you.”

“You really ratting on someone who did something nice for you?” I ask the hobo, redirecting my anger and frustration to a target within reach.

“Darky magic is unclean,” he says. But that doesn’t keep him from clutching the bottles closer as he takes a step backward.

“Is that so?” I say. I don’t know what’s more offensive, the fact that he called me a darky or that he called manipulating the Possibilities magic. Normally I’d let such a thing go, but his words, and the rough handling from the police officer, and the looks I got from that woman not a minute ago, and the frustration of the past few months . . . it’s all too much.

The cuffs burn as I reach through the Possibilities, like my wrists are getting spattered with hot bacon fat. The iron is meant to deter what I’m doing right now, but I’m angry enough to ignore it in the name of spite. The cop pushes me forward, but not before I close my eyes, reach out with all of my ability, and tug.

These blands wouldn’t know it, but we call what we do “raveling” for a reason. As the charm unspools, each of the beers disappears with a popping sound, until the old man is left holding nothing but a handful of burnt sesame seeds.

The cop pushes me roughly toward a nearby police wagon. The bundle with my clothes is left behind on the sidewalk, but my camera is tucked in my skirt pocket, thankfully. The old man sobs in dismay as he realizes that his beers have all gone back to nothing, and it’s the last sound I hear before the doors of the police wagon open and I’m pushed through the portal before me.





The Skylark’s Report, page 6

Background

Blights began to appear in the United States in 1927 during a “reversion wave,” a previously unheard-of phenomenon that is suspected to have been caused by widespread and persistent experimentation with the Dynamism by reckless practitioners of the lower arts—something often referred to as “Wytchcraft.” This reversion wave led to a reflexive increase in the ambient energy of the Dynamism, overwhelming the affected areas and rendering inert the mean-level forces used in the technological arts, also known as “science” or “Mechomancy.” Colloquially referred to as the Great Rust, this reversion wave led to a number of initiatives in the aftermath of the destruction caused by the total collapse of Mechomantic devices within the affected areas, and the subsequent economic catastrophe it precipitated—something from which we have only in recent years begun to recover.

Although the specific cause of the unusually large Ohio Deep Blight (hereafter in the report: ODB) is not known, we know it appeared approximately two years after the Great Rust, and the bureau has made it a priority to mitigate its effects. It is bureau policy that all Blights can and should be repaired, but the ODB’s geographic proximity to Mechomantic manufacturing centers in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Detroit have made it a chief concern. The bureau is also concerned with the potential resettlement of those residing within the area, an estimated ten thousand people. The ODB’s resistance to the mitigating effects of the Resonators installed last year sets
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