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CHAPTER ONE



BERNICE CHANDLER HAD not gone by the cemetery for two months, but she’d thought about it every day. And every day, there was a reason not to go. First it was raining and cold. Then muddy and slick. Then snowing. And there was work, always work. She was relieved by these distractions, these excuses—and she hated them for being so convenient.

Bernie was no stranger to death. But for all the experience she’d had losing people, she wished she were a better mourner. Or simply a better friend.

At first glance on that cold mid-October day, Bernie did not seem dressed for a pilgrimage to a graveside, though she had every intention of making one later. She was decked out in her full formal uniform: a crisp white dress shirt, a pressed charcoal walking skirt, dark stockings, carefully shined boots, and an immaculately pressed persimmon-colored overcoat sporting bright patches on either arm declaring her a Knight-Maiden of the Second Order. The one concession to her grief she wore that day was her black netella, wrapped around her shoulders and draped over her shorn, tightly-curling hair. Earrings of silver and pearl and a hint of makeup polished off her look. She’d have rather not bothered, but it was a necessity given the elegance of the event she was bound to attend: The Ladies Temperance League of Chicago’s Annual Autumn Charity Luncheon.

While grateful for their help getting the vote, Bernie herself was not terribly interested in upholding the most obvious tenet of the Temperance Movement, being more than happy to bathe herself in bathtub gin whenever the occasion allowed. But she was not going for pleasure. She was working, and her work was of a peculiar stripe.

Bernie was a knight in The Order of Joan, the centuries-old organization tasked with protecting the mundane people of the world from magical threats—as well as magic-practitioners and other supernatural beings from the wrath of mundane ignorance. Her work, consequently, had quite a bit to do with magic, particularly where it intersected with the criminal, the monstrous, and occasionally—but not insignificantly—the violent. Hence the cruciform sword buckled at her waist, which was by no means a ceremonial piece. 

Not that today’s task threatened to demand its use. As Bernie sat quietly in her cab and watched the city slip by, she considered the case that had fallen in her lap rather suddenly that morning. It had arrived in a red folder, the Order’s shorthand for an especially time-sensitive investigation. But a quick review of its contents left Bernie with more questions than answers, starting with why it was time-sensitive at all. It was a simple job: someone was toting around an enchanted object they shouldn’t possess and making a general pest of themselves, and her task was to confiscate it. From the information in the file, it seemed to be a Kodak Brownie number 2 camera, and whatever magical properties it had posed no bodily harm to anyone. Yet the file didn’t go on to specify what properties, exactly, it held.

There was a simple explanation for that. The file had been light on paperwork and hastily assembled, suggesting that it had just come in—and more intriguing yet, it was a Coven Request. 

While the Order worked with covens to keep the peace between magic practitioners and the oft-too-zealous religious masses, covens still strove their utmost to keep the Order out of their own business. That one of the Chicago covens had asked for the Order to intervene was highly unusual. The only reason given by the requesting coven was that the object was “a nuisance best kept from general circulation that ought to be relegated to some dusty Order cupboard for-ever more.” 

Whoever had taken down the information had apparently not held the request in high esteem. The mission would have been given to a Knight-Maiden of the First Order if they had, if not a Knight-Matron. Instead, it had landed on Bernie’s desk; Bernie, who was but a lowly Knight-Maiden of the Second Order, and that for only a year. But then the Chicago Order was perpetually understaffed and overstretched, and it was October to boot—always a busy month for them. At first Bernie thought the red folder was given to her because some higher-up saw promise in her and wanted to throw her a bone. After reading through the file, though, she suspected the reasons were more political. This case honestly seemed like a waste of time, but a coven had requested it and emphasized a timely closure, which made it difficult to decline. Thus a compromise was struck, one that Bernie had become a part of: the case was expedited, but given to a lower knight who could better afford putting her other duties on hold for this nonsense.

Bernie would have liked it if the case had been given to her as a vote of confidence, surely, but she supposed this was acceptable, too. It was a sweet deal, getting to spend a day in the Crystal Ballroom of The Blackstone, rubbing elbows with the rich and the famous and nibbling on hors d'oeuvres as she kept an eye peeled for a magic camera. Capital luck, really. And even better, it would be a marvelous distraction from… Well, everything else.

Before reaching The Blackstone, she drew out a slender tube stoppered with an eyedropper from her pocket. A single drop of Optical Oil in her right eye brought a well of tears to both. When the pain subsided, the world looked slightly different, at least as seen from the right.

The cab interior smelled of layers of smoke, sweat, perfume, and spices, but now Bernie could see ghostly whispers of strong emotions yet to dissipate hovering in the close air: twin rosy twists of giddy joy, a curl of scarlet jealousy, a sickly spiral of worry, and the tell-tale blue-black blur of despair. And the cabby’s flat cap had a glowing point inside it, some magic charm sewn into the lining. She wondered if he knew it was there, or if some wife or mother had added it without his knowing. It didn’t have any unpleasantness about it that a curse or hex might, so she let it lie.

As they pulled up to The Blackstone, Bernie discreetly checked her make-up in her compact mirror and closed it, satisfied the tears prompted by the Optical Oil hadn’t smudged her mascara. Then she stepped out onto the curb, shoulders squared and chin up, determined to make the most of this job with its promise of a lovely lunch and an easy win before sundown.

The first hour at the Temperance League’s Autumn Luncheon was uneventful, almost painfully dull. Bernie had arrived early to better scope out the incoming crowd and make note of the photographers present. There were many, but that wasn’t surprising considering the caliber of guests attending. DuSables, Loons, Mishimakwas, Polks, Wrigleys, and Okafors, to name only a few—the crème de la crème of Chicago society, though seldom were the heads of those estimable clans in attendance. More typically it was their wives or daughters; sons or cousins might also have been pressed to make an appearance in their absence. Bernie was mostly left alone to people-watch. Occasionally she was approached by nosey socialites, but her netella, worn in mourning fashion, seemed to keep most conversationalists away. She remained mostly the subject of curious glances, nothing more, which was just as well for her and her mission. 

There was certainly plenty of magic to see. Trouble was, none of it seemed out of place. Like the cabby’s charm, most of the magic centered around trinkets toted on watch chains or hidden in purses or jewelry. Protective pendants like the crystal bracelet around Bernie’s wrist meant to deflect malefic magics, or baubles to subtly enhance the wearer’s beauty in the eyes of the beholder. She spotted the aura of a spell for silvering the tongue, obvious to her by the glowing clouds issuing from a man’s mouth like smoke from a dragon, but absolutely invisible to anyone else.

Yet every camera she laid eyes on was nothing more than what it seemed, from portable Brownies to modern Leicas to older, unwieldy box cameras on tripods. Not a shimmer of magic to any one of them.

As the hour neared one, she started seeing glimpses of coven witches in the growing crowd. They were easy for her to pick out: sparks of residual magic clung to their skin, their hair, their clothing, and danced like fireflies in their wake. Ten years ago, their presence would have been unusual, if not downright alarming at a place like this. Now, in the thoroughly modern year of 1925, it was almost expected. No longer confined to obscure private dealings with the lowly and powerful alike, covens were busily building public ties to respectable institutions all over the nation, determined to capitalize on the post-war fascination with all things magical. This was exactly the kind of event they would be keen to attend. Bernie noted an uneasiness shared between them, furtive looks that sometimes strayed toward outright hostility. But coven politics were messy, often strained, and there was no reason to believe there was anything more behind those looks than the typical ongoing rivalries. Bernie was savvy enough to know not to go putting her foot in the middle of things by asking any of them for the dish. 

As the last quarter hour dragged on, Bernie idly wondered what luncheon would be. She expected the mains would be the standard high brow fare: jolly rice, beef wellington, or ham. Wat or stew and swallows would be too plebeian for these rich cats, but kitfo might make an appearance. And boy, could she go for some kitfo right about now.

A vague headache she first attributed to hunger began to pulse behind her right eye as the effects of the Optical Oil slowly faded. Bernie cringed as a spike of pain shot to the back of her head.

“Excuse me, miss, might I take a photograph of you?”

Bernie lowered her hand from her temple and blinked. A young man stood before her, a junior of hers by only a few years, perhaps somewhere between sixteen and eighteen. He had warm brown skin a few shades lighter than hers and wide, dark eyes. His suit was pressed but a little tight, like he had grown since it had last been tailored.

He smiled in what he obviously thought was a charming way, and it was charming, but not for the reasons he believed. He meant it to be flirtatious, but it just emphasized his youthful inexperience to Bernie. It was sweet.

“Might as well,” she said, returning his smile wryly. Several other photographers had already snapped hers, why not another? “What’s the point of coming to one of these things all dolled up if no one takes notice?”

The boy laughed, positioned the camera just so, and pressed the shutter lever. 

Bernie flinched as a swarm of pinpricks burst across her right eye. The infamous Optical Oil headache was worsening—and it’d be even more unbearable later, since she would have to use another drop soon. The hint of magic from the attraction amulet hidden in the silverwork of the nearby debutante’s broach seemed to have faded entirely.

The boy thanked her and she nodded vaguely,  scanning the venue for the ladies room to touch up on Optical Oil.

“Excuse me, miss, I don’t mean to be forward, but… if I may ask, who did you lose?”

Bernie turned back to him, surprised.

“Pardon?”

He dipped his head, his cheeks coloring slightly. “I recently lost someone myself. I–well, my apologies. I shouldn’t have asked.”

Bernie studied him for a moment. Yes, she could see it now, a familiar kind of tarnish just beneath the shine of his smile and his formal duds.

“Her name was Dot—Dorothy,” she said softly. “She was my friend.”

The boy nodded and swallowed hard. “May the Almighty give you patience and ease to pass through these trials.”

Tears suddenly pricked her eyes, a familiar (and damn inconvenient!) sensation over the last two months. Disarmed, she found she could only nod back.

After a brief, solemn silence, the boy looked up at her with a sheepish half-smile  rendered entirely disingenuous by the glint of mischief in his eye. 

“Not a husband, then?”

As suddenly as the tears had come, they were dispelled with a laugh. It made her eye throb, but she welcomed it anyway. It had been a long time since she’d laughed.

“No, not a husband, and I daresay you’re too young to do the job.” She flashed him an indulgent smile. “Now go on, shoo. I’m sure you have more important people to photograph, and your boss will have your head if you waste time flirting with a wallflower like me.”

“You’re no wallflower,” he said in parting, and winked.

He was right. She wasn’t.

“Only when I’m sober,” Bernie murmured to herself as she made her way to the bathroom.

But she stopped short when she heard a familiar voice followed by a gale of laughter somewhere to her right. Almost as if by magic, the crowd parted
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