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            Rules to Survive the Dry Spell

         
         
            	You may buy potions or enchanted tonics with a bona fide medical prescription.

            	You cannot store potions or enchanted tonics in any place except your own home.

            	You may use previously stored potions or enchanted tonics in your home or in the home of a friend when you are a guest.

            	You can only use previously stored potions or enchanted tonics among yourself, family, or friends.

            	You may get a permit to move potions or enchanted tonics when you change your residence.

            	You cannot give away or receive vials of potions or enchanted tonics as a gift.

            	You cannot buy or sell formulas for potions or enchanted tonics either on their own or in spellbooks.

            	You cannot transport potions or enchanted tonics by land, sea, or air.

            	You cannot maintain a garden that contains any Grade 3 herbs or 50 percent of Grade 2 herbs.

            	You cannot brew magic for money or exchange of goods unless you have the proper papers.

         

         Courtesy of the Eventide Observer, January 16, 1920
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Newspaper Clippings

         
         
            When thinking of longstanding Black communities in the Northeast, eyes turn first to Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard, Sag Harbor on Long Island, or Highland Beach in Maryland. While these are lovely places to live and visit, none can outshine Bramble Crescent. An island uniquely placed off the Massachusetts coast, Bramble Crescent has a vibrant history full of pirates, rum smugglers, war heroes, and revolutionary thinkers. The island has throughout its existence remained a safe harbor for those fleeing persecution, creating a place where magic is interlaced with every aspect of life. 

            A visit to Bramble Crescent in the summertime brings about traditional delights. Penny fairs, kite-flying contests, magic
               duels, and the stargazing festival named in honor of its most beloved guests—the mystery-solving couple Henrietta and Benjamin
               Rhodes, whose descendants found a place to call home here.
            

            —From Bramble Crescent, A History by Seraphina Mills
            

         

         
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch 

            Dillon Harris

            May 7, 1930

            A trip just outside the city leads to the rather interesting sight of planes, guided by nervous and untrained pilots, wobbling
               about in the air. The skies are polluted with the menace of the winged bird, and the scant few who can fly with any confidence
               perform reckless stunts that aim to distract from matters of greater importance occurring in our fair city.
            

         

            
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch

            Velma Frye

            May 15, 1930

            The High Flyers Club marries mechanics and magic in ways many have yet to see previously. To fly is to reach new heights—and
               to inspire the next generation. Which is why, contrary to certain opinions, Uriel Coffin’s flight from Vancouver Island to
               Maine is a promising first step in the soaring heights that the Negro can reach through aviation. To claim otherwise reeks
               of a lack of understanding and getting key facts wrong.
            

            

         
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch

            Dillon Harris

            May 27, 1930

            The key facts are that the growing interest in aviation downplays a long-storied history of broom flight and, quite frankly,
               hardly does anything better. Planes are a costly nuisance and a fad for those with too much time on their hands.
            

         

         
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch

            Velma Frye

            June 5, 1930

            Some people disparage change, as their minds are too rigid to the possibilities out there in the world. What is new and innovative
               is deemed as a fad, as these individuals lack an imagination for future prospects. I am talking of course about the state
               of the airmail service. . . .
            

         

         
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch

            Dillon Harris

            June 11, 1930

            This weekend’s air show was a smashing success. Quite literally, because there was an accident on the airfield. Cornelius
               Jefferies experienced a malfunction during flight, requiring an emergency landing. Such a dramatic landing resulted in no
               deaths, a broken arm for the pilot, a damaged plane, a roofless barn, three fainters in the audience, and figurative egg on
               the face of a certain columnist at this paper.
            

         

         
            Owl and Eagle Dispatch

            Velma Frye

            June 19, 1930

            To fly is to take on risk, but it’s also to fly despite words of naysayers. Dillon Harris, if you have such a problem with
               planes, why don’t you take to the air yourself? And not by broomstick, either. Come down to the field and test your mettle
               and bravery.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Rhodes Family in 1931
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Chicago, Illinois

            June 1931

         

         Laughter escaped Velma as she brought her airplane out of a steep dive. The hardest stunts were behind her and now she got
            to do as she wished. With a steady but gentle hand on the controls, she immediately put her plane through a series of tight
            loops that turned the world upside down for her as she cut up the figurative rug in the skies. These were standard tricks
            for air shows and rather old hat for Velma, but for the crowd below, the same could not be said. Despite layers of metal and
            the rushing wind, Velma could hear the gasps of both anticipation and delight from the ground. These were the sounds she lived
            for and always hoped to coax out of the watchers below no matter if it was someone’s first or fifteenth visit.
         

         
         A High Flyers air show always drew a decent crowd. The shows were widely advertised in newspapers, and people came out of
            curiosity and interest for the promised spectacle above their heads. They also attended to see Velma, who had built up a sizable
            reputation over the years as a barnstormer.
         

         
         Sometimes her stunts were silly—like her ducking and rolling as if the skies held an obstacle course. Other times she averted magical traps and star sigils hovering in the air, bringing to life the film reels playing in the theaters. On special occasions, she even did the dangerous stunt she was becoming known for, the one in which she jumped out of the cockpit, tap-danced across her wings, bowed to the crowd below, and then dropped back inside and kept flying. 

         
         While Velma enjoyed the applause, the cries of delight, and even the clucking tongues of disapproval, every time she flew
            it was for one person.
         

         
         Herself.

         
         Up in the sky only the miracle of flight mattered. It was just her, her plane, and the horizon calling her name.

         
         Although flying for adoring fans was nice as well.

         
         After one last pass over the crowd, Velma headed back for the ground, closing out the tricks-and-wonders segment of the show
            to thunderous applause.
         

         
         The loudest came from her personal crew, who hurried up once it was safe to approach.

         
         “Great flying, Velma!” Mona cried, grinning as Velma climbed out of the cockpit. “Not that it isn’t always pretty swell!”

         
         “Except when someone wants to try an experiment.” Lester stalked around the plane, like a pesky storm cloud on an otherwise
            sunny day. “Don’t encourage her, Mona, or she’ll do something truly dangerous!”
         

         
         “Yes, Uncle Lester,” Mona said, pretending to be admonished before flashing one last smile at Velma.

         
         Chuckling at the old man’s bristling tone, Velma propped herself against the wing and pulled off her cap, fluffing up her
            cropped curls. “Why so dour, old man? You saw those loops I did—they were perfect!”
         

         
         Lester huffed. “I got no fault with your flying. What I take an issue with is you using the alchemical fuel before it’s ready!
            I told you not to use it! What if something went wrong? You didn’t even do a trial flight!”
         

         
         “Every flight is a trial. Also, I trust you wouldn’t let me fuel up if you had major concerns.” 

         
         “I trusted you would have the sense to keep a steady hand. Not go all out! We don’t know how much of it would burn compared to the usual fuel. What if you did the show on fumes?” 

         
         “Life is about risks.” Velma took out her compact mirror. Satisfied with her reflection, she then applied a fresh coat of
            her signature scarlet lipstick. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t take any.”
         

         
         “Any? You take too many! If you aren’t sneaking off in the plane when repairs are half done, you’re jumping into some wacky
            race. . . .” Lester’s ranting picked up speed as he fell into a familiar groove. Velma had heard it all before and only paid
            it half a mind, letting him rant. The old man could fuss all he wanted, but he would never leave her employment. She had the
            best plane for miles around. A Ward Chappelle Kestrel-3, it was a low-wing monoplane with an enclosed cabin and modern instruments.
            Painted a darling midnight blue, her baby, the Fowl Weather, could reach 150 miles per hour on a good day, and that was before Lester got his hands on it. Under the mechanic’s care,
            her plane could do wonders seldom thought of due to the enhancements etched on the wings. There were other pilots within the
            Flyers he could work for, but only Velma would ask him to reach for the clouds and then aim higher.
         

         
         As she continued to study her reflection in her compact, Velma spotted the leader of the High Flyers, Cornelius Jefferies,
            heading her way in a rush. A dentist when not flying, Cornelius was a tall and plainspoken man who was the rare voice of reason
            among daredevil pilots. Velma had barely arrived in Chicago before Cornelius sought her out after catching sight of her plane.
            Their first conversation started and ended with him inviting her to join the club. She accepted not only to have the company
            of fellow pilots but because Cornelius was ambitious enough to start up a flight school with nothing more than a dollar and
            a dream.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” Velma asked the reflection. “You look like you’re chasing after someone who stole your shoes.”

         
         “Oscar is out for the showstopper!” Cornelius called.

         
         Velma shut her mirror, twisting around to face him. “You mean the headliner that we advertised on? The one in which our main
            sponsor, Maryellen Prince, is flying her broom in a featured segment? The event we talked about all over town, because part
            of the proceeds of this event will go to Providence AME?” Velma said. “That showstopper? What happened? Did Oscar fall and break his neck in the last five minutes?”
         

         
         “Issue with his plane,” Cornelius said, no less annoyed, but no less serious. “He’s not going to risk it, and I agree with
            him on that.”
         

         
         So did Velma, for that matter.

         
         She didn’t know what the issue was, but anything that could get Oscar, who was even more of a daredevil than Velma, to ground
            himself without a fuss had to be major.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me the show is ending early,” Velma said.

         
         “Hardly. I was thinking that you could replace him. You’re the better pilot anyway, and this showstopper is key.”

         
         Velma looked over to where Maryellen stood holding her broom as she dazzled the crowd around her like the polished socialite
            she was. There were reporters from the Chicago Defender and smaller weeklies who were likely eager to see the greatly publicized showstopper. Although today the High Flyers Club
            was mostly pilots, the club started fifty years ago as the first all-Black broom-riding club in the area. Broomsticks had
            been an integral part of baseball for decades, and were a popular way to avoid the indignity of the Jim Crow train cars. That
            day’s showstopper would playfully pit traditional flying with the newfangled, and hopefully bring in more potential pilots
            and financial support for the club—not to mention delight their usual fans.
         

         
         “I’ll do the showstopper,” Velma said, the decision coming to her easily, as there was only one clear choice. “I’ll need to fuel up first. Otherwise Lester won’t be happy.” 

         
         “You’re the best,” Cornelius declared, and ran off to put this plan into action.

         
         “You owe me for this!” Velma hollered after him. She turned to her crew to give direction, but Lester was already darting
            back to his truck for the fuel cannister while Mona was bent over, sweeping her rag along the plane for a quick clean.
         

         
         “Go help your uncle,” Velma told Mona. “I’ll finish this up.”

         
         Velma took the rag and climbed up onto the starboard wing. She had just started checking for anything that might have gotten
            loose when movement caught her eye.
         

         
         Expecting Lester, Mona, or even Cornelius with more bad news, she found instead the last person she wanted to talk to at the
            moment. Or more correctly, the last person she wanted to talk to at any given moment. With a camera bag slung over his shoulder,
            Dillon headed toward her, pretending it was such a shock to see her. A spare, wiry fellow, he was always up to something.
            And today was no exception. Mud splattered his shoes and his glasses were in need of cleaning, but his hat was perched at
            a jaunty angle and there was some air of success to his stride. Because he was around the same height as her, Velma remained
            atop her plane to give herself an advantage, but if it made any difference to him, she couldn’t tell.
         

         
         “Dillon Harris,” Velma called. “What foul winds brought you here?”

         
         “You’re cantankerous as ever, Miss Frye,” Dillon said with good cheer. “I see there’s a nice gaggle of reporters around. You
            brought them here like the pied piper, I take it? How many newspaper offices did you stroll into, announcing the day’s event?”
         

         
         Velma tried not to scowl. About two years ago she had done exactly that: strolled into the offices of the Owl and Eagle Dispatch decked out in her flight jacket, jodhpurs, and boots, looking to find a reporter to cover the High Flyers’ first air show
            centered on planes. She got coverage for the event plus a weekly column to write about aviation, flying, and anything else
            tickling her fancy. Most of the paper’s reporters accepted her with open arms. Dillon did not. As someone who investigated
            crime, curses, and corruption, he held a disdain for “fluff” columns and wasn’t shy about sharing that opinion, especially
            in earshot of Velma. Dillon was, of course, the reporter assigned to cover that first High Flyers event, and while his article
            and his photographs helped make the club popular, his dismissive opinion about airplanes remained firmly entrenched. Not long
            after starting her column, Velma got into a battle of words with Dillon when he proclaimed Uriel Coffin’s groundbreaking flight
            a stunt, and Velma couldn’t let the insult—or the subsequent insults—go unremarked. She called him out in her column, he name-checked
            her in his articles, and they always found space to insult the other in minute ways. The small feud lasted nearly a year before
            a cease-fire was ordered by the editor, who found their public sparring an embarrassment despite the increase in sales. The
            feud, however, was officially over due to a technicality. Two months ago when the daily Owl and Eagle went from twelve pages to eight, Velma was let go. While this should have meant she never had to cross paths with Dillon
            again, Chicago turned out to be a much smaller place than she’d thought.
         

         
         “I made no arrangements with the press,” Velma finally said in return. “The event itself is a draw, but if you’re going to
            write a story about me and my exploits, I want to see a copy of it first.”
         

         
         “I’m not here to write about you. I’m just passing through.”

         
         “That’s code for you’re on a story.”

         
         “If you want me to tell, just ask nicely,” Dillon said. “I don’t bite.”

         
         “You don’t go around asking questions unless something’s caught your interest.”

         
         A grin flashed in her direction. “You caught me. I’m here to see if Hounds McGee went aground in this neck of the woods. While I’m here, I figure I can kill some time and do a write-up about all of this.” Dillon waved a dismissive hand at the airplanes and gathered crowd along the field. Flipping his notebook to a new page, he asked, “Got a quote for me?” 

         
         Annoyed as she may have been, Velma was not one to give up free publicity for the club no matter the source. “I’m subbing
            in for a showstopper that will be a preview for an event I’m planning later this fall,” Velma said. “Nan Kingfisher, Hazel
            Cheung, and Pepa Ruiz are coming to Chicago to fly with the club.”
         

         
         “How nice it is to have friends in high places,” Dillon said as he dutifully made a note. “What can people expect? Gimmicks
            like brooms flying along planes? Dangerous spins and death-defying loops? Diving into the crowd low enough to skim the hats
            off folk?”
         

         
         Knowing he said that just to stoke her temper, Velma replied with great restraint as she met the bemusement dancing in his
            eyes, “The show’s going to be nothing but good clean flying.”
         

         
         “Oh, so you’re not taking part, then?”

         
         “Are you implying I’m up to some trickery?” Velma bristled. “My tricks are genuine feats of wonder. No illusions involved
            whatsoever!”
         

         
         Dillon made his eyes go wide and innocent. “I’m only asking for more information. You’re taking offense where there is none,
            as always.”
         

         
         “As always, you’re asking questions that will get you in trouble.”

         
         “Because you got nothing to hide, do you, Miss Frye?” Dillon replied. The seemingly innocent words had steel behind them, bolstered by the sudden intensity in his eyes as they locked upon hers. Eyes that had seen through all sorts of lies and misdirection over the years from lowlifes, scammers, and sleazy salesmen. “I’m sure you have no reason to hide why you were in an apple orchard last month with a bushel of Vivacious Twilight. An apple that is currently public enemy number one for its use at a dance-a-thon in Pottsburg, Ohio. Three people died and dozens ended up in the hospital.” 

         
         “I didn’t know people died in that,” Velma said conversationally.

         
         “But you knew about it.”

         
         “I just wanted to eat a purple apple. It’s not a crime.” Velma shrugged, hoping to put Dillon off. She couldn’t lie—he would
            see through that—but she could misdirect or annoy him enough to keep him off the scent.
         

         
         “No, it’s not a crime,” Dillon agreed. “However, it’s awfully strange that you went all the way to Missouri to do such a thing.”
         

         
         “Well, I do have a plane. I like to travel.”

         
         In the space she left for further explanation of her flimsy excuse, a scream shattered the calm of the afternoon.

         
         Before the sound could even echo in the air, Velma jumped off her plane and charged forward at a dead run.

         
         When she saw what lay ahead of her, she ran even faster.

         
         The other end of the field sparkled with the lights of spellcasting as two men lobbed blasts of pure magic at each other.
            Without the use of constellations or star sigils to give a spell form, this was magic in its rawest state. While it was less
            powerful and dissipated quickly, its effects were wildly unpredictable.
         

         
         On the perimeter, a patchwork arrangement of wards made a barrier between the pair and the rest of the crowd. Held up by Cornelius
            and another fellow pilot, Janet Brown, the barrier spell was intact for now, but Cornelius and Janet were buckling despite
            the combined might, the light from the constellations they used fading quickly.
         

         
         “Out of the way!” Velma yelled into the crowd as she drew star sigils to her side. People dove out of her path as the Ursa Major star sigil erupted into the air. The great bear with its furs shimmering with starlight charged ahead, beating away rogue magic flung in its direction. When it reached the barrier, Velma’s spell threw itself right at it. The barrier surged upward, strengthened by the influx of magic. 

         
         “Thanks for the assist,” Janet huffed as she concentrated on her spellwork.

         
         “Anytime. What’s going on?” Velma asked.

         
         “No idea,” Cornelius put in. “One minute Joey and Alan are talking, and the next they’re at each other’s throats. Gotta have
            something to do with money. Maybe they had a bet going on.”
         

         
         “Well, they need to find a better way to resolve that,” Velma said.

         
         “Quickly. This barrier won’t hold,” Janet added. “And if their spells get out of control—”

         
         “I know,” Cornelius said. “That means somebody’s got to stop them.”

         
         Then he looked at Velma.

         
         “You want me to do it?” she asked.
         

         
         “Who else can?”

         
         “Why do you got to be right?” Velma grumbled. “Can you two hold this barrier a bit longer?”

         
         Janet nodded and Cornelius grunted his affirmation.

         
         Trusting them to hold the barrier as long as they could, Velma jumped through the magic shielding to stop the misguided duel
            from truly getting out of control.
         

         
         Velma had only one sister, but she had several older cousins she used to brawl with. Sometimes with fists and other times
            with magic. Both experiences were about to become quite relevant as she charged right into the middle of the fighting.
         

         
         Noxious green-colored magic shot in her direction. Velma tugged back the sleeve of her left arm to expose her bracelet, bringing up her wrist to block the oncoming magic. The star sigils etched into the bronze metal gleamed at once, dissipating the oncoming spell in a puff of smoke. 

         
         Usually this sort of thing stopped people in their tracks. These men scarcely blinked before, as one, they flung more raw
            magic right at Velma.
         

         
         Velma brought up her right arm, which was also clad in a matching bronze bracelet. Instead of merely rebounding the spell,
            the charms etched on this bracelet caught the oncoming magic, encasing it in a protective orb.
         

         
         Velma flipped her hand around, and the orb landed in her palm. She waved her other hand over it, taking control of the magic
            captured inside. Gripping the buckling spellwork, Velma manipulated the spell and then threw the orb right back at both men.
         

         
         Like a meteorite striking the earth, the resulting blast knocked them off their feet, flinging them onto the ground. Alan
            remained flat on his back, but Joey got up again. He lurched forward to attack Velma, but she had a sleep spell waiting for
            him. She flicked it in his direction. Joey froze mid-swing, struggling against the magic until he collapsed, putting an end
            to all this nonsense. 
         

         
         With both men firmly placed in the arms of slumber, Velma studied her bracelets for anything more than cosmetic damage, grateful
            that she had worn them today. She could do magic perfectly fine without them, but as she’d learned from her grandmother, carrying
            something that could store a few extra spells for you was rather handy.
         

         
         As she caught her breath, footsteps hurried past. In front was Maryellen, who was also a nurse, as well as a few others who
            were friends with Joey and Alan.
         

         
         “Nice work, Frye.” Cornelius patted Velma’s shoulder. “You good?”

         
         “I’ll manage.” Velma jerked her chin toward Joey and Alan. “Try to keep them apart.”

         
         “We will,” Cornelius said. “Rest up. You earned it.”

         
         Velma nodded, waving him off, and Cornelius left to take charge of the situation.

         
         Left to her own devices, Velma surveyed the damage done to the field. The havoc unleashed by the unrestrained magic had ruined
            this part of the field, leaving the ground choppy and uneven. On the hunt for traces of lingering magic, Velma spotted a pocket
            watch lying abandoned on the ground.
         

         
         Sterling silver in color, it was smooth from use, with only faint marks where it had gotten scuffed by accident. Velma reached
            down to pick it up and then flipped the watch open. She noticed first the cracked glass and the stillness of a clock frozen
            in time. Then her eyes drifted to the faint scratches on the watch’s lid, only to realize they were a deliberate mark. Not
            a star sigil or anything she recognized, just some abstract mark made of circles overlaid one another like falling leaves.
         

         
         Light winked across the mark and her bracelet—both of her bracelets, actually—reacted at once. They flared, forming a protective
            barrier between her and the pocket watch. Quick as it had begun, the magic faded.
         

         
         How very curious.

         
         A camera flashed behind her.

         
         Velma whipped around. Dillon stood in the nearby knot of people around Alan and Joey. His pencil skated across his notebook
            as he nodded along, listening to Janet.
         

         
         From the way his eyes drifted back over to Velma for the briefest of moments, she knew it was a ruse.

         
         Shoving the pocket watch away, Velma hurried off, not wanting to be on the receiving end of Dillon’s questions—at least not
            until she had answers herself.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Detroit, Michigan

         

         The field cleared out quickly. The spectators, reporters, and remaining pilots left so speedily, they kicked up a massive
            dust cloud as they headed back into town.
         

         
         “People are spooked,” Lester said as he rubbed the worst of the grease off his hands. He hadn’t gotten all of it off, so black
            was still stark around his nails. He kept working to remove it, though, fuming with each rub. “You should be too, but you
            just jumped into that mess without a thought! If your folks knew about—”
         

         
         “They’d understand.”

         
         Lester snorted his disbelief, but Velma was telling the truth. Her parents would understand her running into danger like that—but they would also fuss as much as the old man did afterward.
         

         
         Velma stretched across the seats in her cockpit, her foot propped on the open door, gazing up at the hatch above her head. Reclined as she was, Velma studied the pocket watch. It belonged to Joey, it turned out. He’d bought it from a street vendor while on a recent trip. It never worked quite right and being kicked around earlier hadn’t helped matters. He wasn’t keen to have it back, especially after she asked him about possible enchantments on it. The mark scratched on the inside cover of the watch left her as nervous as a rabbit fleeing hunting dogs. The interlocking circles resembled no symbol she knew of. Something was off about this watch, and it went deeper than the gears tucked inside. Velma knew she had to call this incident in, but she needed more information than just an odd feeling. 

         
         Velma worked for the Magnolia Muses, a magic rights group that contested harsh laws that restrained magic and provided resources
            for those without. As part of the investigative arm of the organization, Velma was one of many field agents in charge of making
            inquiries about various magical mysteries out in the world. One of her most recent assignments had been to that star-forsaken
            apple orchard to bring in a bushel for testing at the main office. Bad enough she had gotten shot at for her trouble, but
            if Dillon had spotted her too, then that meant several years of careful lies had just gone up in smoke. The work she did was
            meant to be quiet, as it tackled the intersections of delicate magical relations, and Dillon was anything but delicate when
            he felt pertinent information needed to be shared with the world.
         

         
         “That’s it for me.” Lester shoved the rag aside, apparently resigned to the remaining bits of grease on his hands for now.
            “We’re headed home. Are you riding along with us, or are you going to risk neck and limb taking your bicycle back to town?”
         

         
         A slight buzz from the plane’s radio transmitter saved Velma from disappointing Lester once again. She sat up, knowing no
            one would hail her today without a good reason.
         

         
         “You go ahead—looks like I have business to take care of.” Velma reached into the compartment that held her purse and pulled
            out his and Mona’s pay, with a bit extra. “Until next time.”
         

         
         Lester nodded, gratefully taking the money. His eyes were concerned as he glanced at the transmitter. “You be careful, now.”

         
         “You know me.”

         
         “I do, that’s why I worry.”

         
         Velma waved goodbye to the uncle and niece and pulled the door to the cockpit shut as she answered the hail.

         
         “Magpie here,” Velma said as she turned on the receiver. “I hope it’s serious, since it’s my day off.”

         
         “We know, but this is important,” dispatch answered. Velma didn’t recognize who it was, but the cheeky tone suggested the
            dispatch officer was someone she’d run into previously at the Muses’ office. “How was the air show?” the voice continued.
         

         
         “Exciting,” Velma said. “This is good timing, actually—I have something to call in.”

         
         “You can add it to your report. You need to get to Detroit.”

         
         “How soon?” Velma sighed, thinking of the warm bath she’d been looking forward to.

         
         “You’re needed right away,” dispatch said. “A woman stabbed her sister during a dinner party. The woman is alive and expected
            to recover. When authorities arrived, they found so much magical residue that the entire household is being charged for indecent
            magic use, which means prohibition violations. Charlotte Allen is there for legal support to contest the charge, but she wanted
            an arcane expert to check on things. She’s worried that the family might have been targeted, as the magic she detected was
            unusual.”
         

         
         “How unusual?” Velma asked.

         
         “She used the word sinister,” dispatch said.
         

         
         Now this had Velma’s attention. Charlotte was an excellent lawyer and a true believer in the Muses’ work, but she wouldn’t
            know a joke if it tap-danced in front of her. Her reports were dry and straight to the point, and the only colorful language
            she used involved literal colors.
         

         
         Charlotte using any sort of adjective was cause for alarm.

         
         Given some of the things Velma had been hearing about the latest hooded terrors in Michigan, perhaps it was an apt warning.

         
         “I’ll give it a look,” Velma said, beginning prep for flight. “What’s the address? I’m on my way.”

         
          

         The contact that met with Velma upon arriving in Detroit happened to be a friend of hers. This turned out not to be by chance—Yolanda
            had been the one to report the incident in the first place.
         

         
         “No wonder dispatch called me directly,” Velma said. “You used the card I gave you.”

         
         “I didn’t want this routed through all the usual loops,” Yolanda said as she drove them to the site of the incident. “Plus,
            I know you’ll figure this out.”
         

         
         “Not much to figure out—there were several witnesses to the stabbing.”

         
         “It was all very strange,” Yolanda insisted. “Belinda and Mary are very close and the fighting started up so suddenly. . . .”

         
         Belinda Hayes and Mary Green were a pair of well-known but not particularly well-liked sisters in the community. Members of
            a family with a high social standing in town, they invited people to dinner parties and teas solely to ambush their guests
            with moralizing lectures. The party they hosted was another one of those lectures directed at hapless guests, until the sisters’
            quarrel suddenly broke out and Belinda took the knife used to cut cake and rammed it into Mary’s hand.
         

         
         “The stabbing, in fact, improved the party,” Yolanda said. “Honestly, most of us were there expecting something like this.
            This is the first stabbing at one of Belinda’s parties, but there’s been fighting before. Three people have already gotten
            seriously hurt at her other gatherings.”
         

         
         “Three people?” Velma echoed. “And these parties are still well attended?”

         
         “The incidents have only recently started. People were saying it was these new teacups Belinda got. That they must be cursed or something. She got them to flaunt her money to impress folk, as if nothing’s changed for her despite the Crash.” 

         
         “I don’t know about cursed cups, but I’ll find out otherwise.”

         
         Leaving Yolanda outside to stand watch, Velma walked into a house clinging to the sheen of great wealth, despite all the signs
            of cracks and tears in the veneer. After no one answered her knocks, Velma picked the lock and went inside.
         

         
         Shifted furniture and upturned chairs led Velma to the dining room, where the stabbing had taken place earlier that afternoon.
            Deep scratches ripped apart an armchair like a tiger had made sport with it, a nearby lamp had been snapped into three pieces,
            and the walls were marred with ugly streaks of drying blood. This was interesting to note, yet the longer she stood in the
            room, those details fell away as she detected that feeling she had been warned about.
         

         
         A feeling, not sinister, as the lawyer had described, but oppressive and suffocating. Sinister would have pushed Velma away.
            Instead this feeling seemed to tug at her, pulling her in . . . and under.
         

         
         Velma let the feeling wash over her as she drew the compass star sigil in the air before her. Focusing the spell to detect
            that strange feeling, she finished up the sigil and let it go. The compass made of stars floated before her, and the arrow
            slowly spun to point to the side table. Or more specifically, a music box.
         

         
         It was a small thing. A rounded wooden box that was wide as a book and tall as a stack of four such tomes. Time had dulled the polish, but the painted design of a sea coast was quite vibrant. Yet, it looked as if it might have been a victim of the strife that recently filled the room, due to a large unsightly chip on the lid’s corner. Uncertain if it was broken, Velma carefully lifted the damaged lid. A tall ship bobbing in a busy harbor, clearly setting off on a grand adventure, was painted on the inside. There was also the music that played as the whole scene began to slowly revolve. 

         
         Instead of a soft tinkling tune, a pared-down piece from Mendelssohn’s Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage spilled out from the music box, bursting with all the fanfare of a ship being launched. It was as if a miniature orchestra
            were playing before her. As if she were in the audience—no, she was onstage with her piano and—
         

         
         Velma’s hand lifted to the air in search of the right notes, and something sparkled from the corner of her eye. It was her
            bracelet, pulsing to warn Velma of nearby danger.
         

         
         Velma snapped the music box shut and looked around. She saw nothing and no one in the room, but the pulsing stopped.

         
         Curious.

         
         Nothing could have disappeared that quickly.

         
         Unless . . .

         
         Velma lifted the music box’s lid once more. Barely a note escaped before the star sigil etched on her bracelet lit up, and
            Velma snapped the music box shut once again.
         

         
         The third time Velma lifted the lid, she sensed it. That uneasy feeling she’d felt the moment she’d arrived—this music box
            was the source!
         

         
         But did it encourage a woman to stab her own sister?

         
         Was it the music itself? Did it put people under its sway?

         
         The Mendelssohn overture was triumphant, but the beginning replicated the tension from waiting for calm seas to roil to life
            to begin a voyage. Music could compel many things, but this song? What enchantment was at work here?
         

         
         Velma picked up the music box and flipped it over. There were no star sigils carved into the wood that reacted to her touch. No signs of any other magic systems. Sorcery was all incantations, so no traces would be left behind. Potion residue was often felt by the touch. All the other systems that ran through Velma’s mind were unable to be seen with the naked eye or would have been more obvious. The wood was seamless as the painted seascape continued, save for a small, raised bump in the otherwise smooth paint not far from the box’s hinge. 

         
         Locking her eyes on the spot, Velma pulled on the chain of her necklace, revealing a silver pedant of sweet violets. Velma
            twisted around the flower petals so the pendant split open to reveal a tiny magnifying lens.
         

         
         Holding the lens over the spot she’d noticed, she studied the bump and the uneven lines radiating from it. She pressed her
            thumb against the lines, and a panel moved with a soft click.
         

         
         The top layer of the lid popped up to reveal a hidden compartment. Not a particularly deep one. The compartment was just big
            enough for a folded scrap of paper to be tucked inside. With care, Velma undid the folds and read on the aged paper: For my darling.

         
         Who wrote it and why was intriguing, given the implications of such a gift that inspired violence. Yet, it was not the most
            interesting thing at the moment.
         

         
         Etched on the lid of this hidden compartment was a very familiar mark: circles overlaid like falling leaves.

         
         Breath hitching ever so slightly, Velma carefully replaced the music box on the side table and pulled the watch out from her
            flight jacket pocket.
         

         
         Holding the pocket watch next to the music box, she glanced between the items with a growing sense of unease and excitement.

         
         “Stars and shards,” Velma muttered to herself. “It matches!”

         
         Erupting violence. Magical items with the same mysterious symbol. Incidents occurring so close together. It was all too much
            to be a coincidence.
         

         
         Which meant someone wanted these items out in the world, sowing discord.
         

         
         Given that nothing good ever came from objects with bad intentions, Velma knew the items weren’t the only two of their kind.
            There were likely to be more, and if she were lucky, the objects were only sources of strife and chaos instead of death.
         

         
         But she wasn’t always lucky.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interlude

         
         
            Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

            May 1920

         

         The moon had risen over their heads by the time Velma’s shovel struck the casket.

         
         “About time,” Velma grumbled as she wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “I was starting to think no one was buried here!”

         
         “Wouldn’t be the first time.” From her perch, Velma’s grandmother tapped out a spell to brighten the lantern’s light.

         
         “Please,” Velma begged, “no stories. I just can’t handle them right now. I’m only out here because I didn’t want to be at
            the funeral home. There’re so many people around I have to share a room with Fran and Emmy!”
         

         
         “Then why did you come home at all?” her grandmother asked.

         
         Home was always Philadelphia. It was where her grandparents lived, where they ran a funeral home, and where they provided
            mystery-solving services for the most peculiar cases. The house on Juniper Street was where her grandparents would always
            be to help, heal, and aid their children and their children’s children no matter how unusual the trouble might be. It was
            why, after Peter’s funeral, this was the place Velma had gone to grieve.
         

         
         Peter, her childhood friend, had died two months ago after suddenly taking sick. Shortly before he had confessed to being in love with her and Velma had gently turned him down. They were about to graduate from the Brambles School and her plans for the future didn’t involve romance. Velma’s sister had assured her that the events were not connected, but Velma had fled Bramble Crescent anyway with guilt and regret as traveling partners. 

         
         Now she had no idea what shape to make the rest of her life. With the war, the flu, and a summer where the streets ran red
            with blood, and now Peter’s death—so much had changed, so why should Velma follow any plans she’d made before?
         

         
         “I didn’t realize the house would be that crowded,” Velma replied instead of telling the truth.

         
         “You can always leave,” her grandfather said as he stepped out of the shadows, returning from setting protective boundary
            spells. His glasses twinkled as the lenses caught lantern light. “Not that we’re looking for you to go. I have a list of chores
            that need doing, and I know you have plenty of time to do them, unlike the others.”
         

         
         Her grandmother nodded in agreement. “You aren’t a familiar face, so it’s very helpful when talking with murder suspects.”

         
         “Those are two very enticing inducements.” Velma knelt to rub away the loose dirt over the casket. “Will this be bad luck?”
            she wondered suddenly.
         

         
         “You’re asking that now?” her grandfather teased.

         
         “Just curious.”

         
         There was a soft whisper of fabric as Velma’s grandmother floated down into the hole, her magic outstretched, making it appear
            as if she had wings. Granny Rhodes landed right next to Velma. She adjusted the shawl at her shoulders and then lowered the
            lantern just a tad.
         

         
         “It’s always bad luck for the funeral home when someone hears we dug up a casket. It’s happened three times, and only once
            was it by accident. Robert Thompson was—”
         

         
         “Drugged to a point that he was unreactive to most tests,” Velma finished, as this was a story often repeated to great laughter in livelier settings. “You should have known something was suspicious when there was a note to have no embalming done.” 

         
         “Quite right,” Grandfather called. “This man is different, though. He wasn’t buried by us, and if he was alive, well, he’s
            been underground long enough that we have a different problem.”
         

         
         Velma placed the tip of the shovel’s blade at the casket’s edge, popped it up, and then lifted the lid to the side.

         
         Granny Rhodes let out a small whistle of surprise as the lid opened. “I should have taken up that bet, Benjy. All bone, no
            sign of any flesh.”
         

         
         “I never said it was otherwise, Hetty,” Grandfather replied with a shrug. “Just stated the likely outcome.”

         
         “That’s odd.” Velma dropped the shovel to better look into the casket. “You said he was buried three months ago. He shouldn’t
            be like this, even if he wasn’t prepared properly. I would even say it’s a different body.”
         

         
         “Why don’t we check?” Velma’s grandmother uncorked a small vial and waved her hand over the top. Vapors of silver smoke drifted
            over their heads and into the casket. The smoke rolled over the remains. It would have stayed silver if only one body had
            been in the casket, but it turned orange.
         

         
         “Stars and shards,” Velma swore. “A second body was in there! How could you do such a thing without being noticed?”

         
         “You dig up the casket while the ground is still newly turned over,” Grandfather replied.

         
         “What about the sapphires?”

         
         The lantern swung around, and a sapphire necklace bunched up like grapes glittered in the skeleton’s hand.

         
         Brushing aside some dirt, Velma knelt and tugged out her pendant, twisting it to form a magnifying lens. Bringing the lens over the jewels in the skeleton’s hand, she covered as many angles as she could without touching anything. “Only one is real. The others are fake as the ones I found with the museum curator. They are part of the same set too, altered as they were with magic. Why didn’t the curator catch this?” 

         
         “Because they see the gems as keys,” Granny Rhodes said. “As long as it fits into the machine, no one thinks much of it.”

         
         Velma sat back on her heels, her mind whirling over these details. “What are we going to do? They’re fake and the real ones
            were stolen a long time ago.”
         

         
         “The fake jewels weren’t the only interesting thing in there,” her grandmother said. “There’s a ticket stamped a month ago
            for entry into the museum.”
         

         
         Velma glanced up at the grave marker that had been keeping her company this past hour.

         
         “That can’t be right,” she said. “Nelson Palmer was buried three months ago. His body was replaced with a much older—and much
            deader—body. The ground wasn’t recently disturbed. How is there a ticket from a month . . . Oh, this grave was dug up twice!
            Which means the jewels were also replaced twice, without knowing which one was real.”
         

         
         “Or,” her grandfather said, “the jewels were buried for safekeeping. The real sapphire you identified, that’s the master key.”

         
         “So more digging,” Velma said.

         
         “Literally and figuratively,” her grandfather confirmed.

         
         “Still, this is going to be helpful for the Magnolia Muses to know,” Granny Rhodes added. “Now, let’s put this all back.”

         
         Velma picked up the shovel and was just shutting the casket when her grandmother’s words set in.

         
         “Wait,” Velma called. “That’s it? I did all that work. Aren’t we going to do anything more?”

         
         “What else is there to do?” her grandfather asked. “We confirmed a key thing.”

         
         “Yes,” Granny Rhodes agreed, “and we’ll pass the news along and someone else will take care of it. When you get to our age, you like to be selective about which cases you work on.” 

         
         “There’s still more to do,” Velma protested. “I want to see how it ends!”

         
         “Well, you’ll have to talk with the contact at the Magnolia Muses,” her grandmother said. “We know Phyllis quite well and
            she may even let you assist her.”
         

         
         “I’ll do more than that,” Velma declared. “I’ll solve this case!”

         
         As her grandparents smiled, Velma knew right then she had been tricked.

         
         They hadn’t needed her to dig up this grave at all. It was a long, well-plotted ruse that led to a conclusion she would have
            rebuked if they had suggested it in a more straightforward manner. Because as much as they loved having her around, they were
            clearly growing weary of her moping around the funeral home.
         

         
         Velma was far from moping now. Because in that moment, Velma couldn’t care less about her grandparents’ scheme. For the first
            time in weeks, a wind was blowing her into a new direction, and she couldn’t wait to see where it took her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Chicago, Illinois

         

         The Chicago branch’s office for the Magnolia Muses sat in a narrow building right in the heart of the newly christened Bronzeville.
            Downstairs had the most foot traffic, as the public features of the organization—legal aid, financial resources, community
            services, and more—were all done there. The second floor held classrooms and spaces for clinics and the third floor brimmed
            with staff offices. While it was reported that the fourth floor held private apartments, that was a lie. Instead of apartments,
            the fourth floor was for the investigation office, and for a variety of reasons this wasn’t publicly disclosed.
         

         
         Using her impromptu trip to Detroit as an excuse, Velma strolled into the office late enough to raise eyebrows, although there
            weren’t many coworkers around to pass judgment on her. In fact, the floor was emptier than usual. Analyn Mamot and Gerald
            Lee were at their desks hard at work, but two other field operatives were out on assignment, while Brenda Sapolsky was on
            a well-deserved vacation. Although one temporarily empty desk seemed to be at risk of becoming permanently empty as Lionel
            was getting yelled at by their boss, Phyllis Gaines, for yet another screwup.
         

         
         Velma tiptoed past Phyllis’s door on the way to get her mail, hoping to avoid the edge of her boss’s rough tongue. Velma thought
            she’d comfortably gone unnoticed when she heard, “Don’t you sneak off so quickly, Velma.”
         

         
         Phyllis stood in the doorway as the berated Lionel slunk away. “You need to turn in your report to records. Inez Garcia was on dispatch this weekend, and told me about the call you went to see. I want to see two reports before the end of the day.” 

         
         “Surely Charlotte’s report means mine would be redundant,” Velma protested.

         
         “Two reports,” Phyllis repeated, with no room to negotiate.

         
         “I’ll have them in by then,” Velma said, and quickly departed for her office.

         
         The space had more in common with a closet, but it had a door that could be shut and locked, and was her reward after crossing
            the six-year mark with the Muses. She had grown up knowing about the Muses, as several members of her family worked with or
            for them. However, when she first interviewed for a job, she was bluntly told she would only be accepted to keep good relations
            with the Rhodes family and not on her own merit. So Velma went to Paris and got a pilot’s license. She smuggled bootleg magic
            and alcohol, played the piano for budding jazz legends, worked as a jeweler’s assistant, bought a plane, and traveled to far-flung
            places.  And then years later when she interviewed again, she didn’t get a polite refusal.
         

         
         Hanging her purse on a nearby hook, Velma took a seat and quickly wrote up the two requested reports, citing the incidents
            and noting both were a work in progress. With that thankless task complete, Velma sorted through any missives that needed
            to become her top priority. A quick study of the papers had her concluding that most tasks could either wait or be handed
            over to her coworkers. Although, an urgent request from Long Island caught her interest. Despite the Brooklyn office being
            well staffed and managed, this was sent to Chicago directly because it involved an enchanted necklace—and that was Velma’s
            purview.
         

         
         Jewelry, gemstones, and sometimes even just plain rocks were all lobbed in her direction no matter what part of the country they were found in, as Velma was the definitive expert in the organization, with enough practical experience to outshine the academic experts on staff. It was nice to know she had an area of expertise, but this usually meant extra work. This time, however, might be the first in a long while where she wasn’t annoyed at the presumption. As she read the report, the description of the necklace and a note about odd behavior had her frowning. With the music box and pocket watch in mind, Velma found the section for the point of contact and picked up her desk phone. 

         
         Switching over to the external line, she fed the number to the operator, and after a few rings the phone clicked over.

         
         “Homesteader Film Company,” answered a young but tired-sounding woman. “To whom should I direct your call?”

         
         “Someone contacted me about concerns regarding a necklace? Lissette, I believe?” Velma said with a quick glance at the report.
            With care, Velma tacked on the phrase shared with those seeking aid from the Muses. “She should know that she has found herself
            in the company of friends.”
         

         
         “Oh yes.” The woman’s voice lost its sheen of polish as it dropped to a rough whisper and she continued. “That was me. The
            necklace is being used in the movie and is doing strange things on set—mostly to the lead actress wearing it. My boss says
            it’s just adding an effect to the film we wouldn’t have gotten otherwise, so he won’t get rid of it. The actress asked me
            to find help and I found your organization.”
         

         
         Velma pulled a writing pad toward her. “Where’s the necklace now? I’d like to see it.”

         
         “It’s on set in Long Island. I can give you the address. The crew will be there for the next week, but you mustn’t let Ambrose
            see you.”
         

         
         Ambrose? With a start, Velma realized why the film company name sounded familiar. Ambrose T. Fowler was a film director making a name for himself these days putting out films with Black folks both in front and behind the camera. The company was centered in Metropolis, on the Illinois side of the border with Kentucky. She hadn’t seen his films, but his star was shining too bright for Velma to not know who he was. Although this wasn’t the first time someone from crew and cast on his films had made complaints that reached the Muses. 

         
         “Trust me, I’ll be careful not to be spotted by him. Tell me about where I’m headed.”

         
         Lissette rattled off the address, but she didn’t have more to say that wasn’t already in the report. The woman was too jittery
            anyway—when she was interrupted by someone on the other side, she abruptly hung up on Velma.
         

         
         Velma glanced at the phone and just shook her head as she jotted down her notes, limited as they were. With the requests sorted
            and set aside for the others in the office, Velma pulled out the newspaper she’d bought that morning. After being abruptly
            fired from the Owl and Eagle, these days she gave the paper only a passing glance for the baseball scores—and to keep track of the articles Dillon Harris
            was putting out, especially after running into him during one of her cases. The cover story was the arrest of Hounds McGee,
            and it continued onto pages two and three, describing how a perfume company was a front for McGee’s empire of illegal tonics
            and potions. Dillon’s article detailed the rising number of people growing deeply ill or blind from the alchemical waste dumped
            in the lower-income parts of the city. Velma grudgingly applauded the reporting. Having been in the business, she encountered
            far too many like McGee who had gotten away with doing worse. It was good to see that this piece of filth was going to have
            many unpleasant days ahead.
         

         
         The only mention of the past weekend’s air show was brief, with Velma highlighted as one of the key features. There was no note of the brawl and the chaos that had come around it. Was that cut for space or was this a ploy by Dillon to curry good favor before he interrogated her at a later time? He had brought up the apple orchard on purpose, and even went to great lengths to steer their conversation to the subject. But why? The apples were taken care of, and given the Hounds story, Dillon clearly had plenty to keep him occupied. 

         
         His dark, intensely focused eyes flashed before Velma, and she shoved the newspaper away. Dillon Harris wasn’t anyone she
            had given much thought to when she’d been working at the Owl and Eagle, and there was no reason to start now.
         

         
         Glancing through the paper once more just to quickly check the baseball scores from that weekend, Velma chucked the paper
            into the bin and went to visit Lois.
         

         
         Lois Martel was currently the librarian who supported the investigations team, a change she’d requested after growing weary
            of doing research work for legal aid. It had brought her from D.C. to Chicago, and she never complained about being bored
            again. The Muses had offices everywhere, but the investigations arm was regional, and the Chicago branch covered the largest
            swath of the country, which meant they were always busy, although Lois was more than equal to the task. The daughter of Haitian
            immigrants who’d fled the US occupation of the island, Lois was younger than Velma by a handful of years, but her no-nonsense
            air and constant grumblings made it seem otherwise.
         

         
         Velma went first to the archives, where Lois was usually up to her elbows in papers. The back room of the library was a large space crammed with meticulously numbered boxes that held case files, newspaper clippings, photographs, journals, letters, telegrams, drawings, maps, and more. Copies of major documents, rare works on magical theory, and dangerous artifacts found a home in the archives as well. 

         
         While Lois herself wasn’t spotted among the shelves, her new assistants were. Morris Broadleaf was grumbling about mnemonic
            devices as he filed away papers while Charity Peterson sobbed into a handkerchief. Velma’s arrival sent the poor girl into
            deeper hysterics, and to spare them both from this awkward moment, Velma walked out of the room and headed for Lois’s office.
         

         
         Here she had more luck. Lois was at her desk flipping through the pages of an oversized ledger as she took notes.

         
         “How’s your day been?” Velma asked as she entered the room.

         
         “Absolutely fantastic,” Lois grumbled.

         
         “I see you’re in a good mood.” Velma dropped into a plush armchair and reclined back as far as she could. “What did your assistants
            do today? I saw a young woman sobbing about the Dewey decimal system.”
         

         
         “As she should,” Lois said sternly. “It has glaring flaws.”

         
         Velma studied her nails, noting how her friend was avoiding her gaze. “What’s the truth?”

         
         Lois sighed as she put aside the book she was working on. “Assistant Two broke the wirephoto machine, mislabeled some of the
            boxes that came in, lost an important archival report I had her file away, and put salt in my coffee.”
         

         
         “Now, you simply must fire her for that last bit,” Velma said.

         
         “I can’t. Phyllis told me these are the last two assistants I’ll get, as I had seven already this year. Which I think is a
            very hard line to take, as they were all let go with just cause!”
         

         
         “Four assistants were dismissed for such crimes as shelving a book in the wrong section,” Velma recounted, “two resigned because
            you never actually let them do the jobs they were hired to perform, and one quit after a lecture on the proper way to brew
            coffee.”
         

         
         “It’s not so easy to be a mentor.” Lois shrugged as she turned back to her work.

         
         “I’m not sure you qualify as a mentor.”

         
         “Exactly! I just want to do my work and not waste time making sure my assistants aren’t screwing things up. You’ll understand
            once you have to train someone.”
         

         
         “That’s why I stay on assignment,” Velma remarked. “It makes it impossible.” More serious now, she said, “Lois, if I put something
            in the archives, am I allowed to get it back when I need it again?”
         

         
         Lois looked up, meeting Velma’s gaze with a chilling and forbidding stare. “Nothing that enters the archives leaves.”

         
         “And if I said it’s a matter of life and death?” Velma asked in a chipper tone.

         
         “Still no.” Lois pulled out a small calendar, marked something on the day’s date, and then flipped back some months. “This
            is the fifth time you said that this year.”
         

         
         “It can’t be that many times.”

         
         Lois suppressed a smile. “You don’t want me to tell you how many it was last year.” She dropped the calendar. “Why don’t you
            just tell me about your current case, and we go from there?”
         

         
         Velma launched into a summary of what had happened after the flight club’s event, her trip to Detroit, and the report about
            the necklace out in Long Island having a possible connection. Velma hadn’t brought the music box with her, but the pocket
            watch was enough to illustrate her story.
         

         
         Lois nodded. “That does seem rather intriguing. Can I have a closer look at the watch?”
         

         
         “Yes, but try not to touch it. I haven’t proved it yet, but I’m pretty sure touching it with bare skin is a bad idea. My protective
            magics sprung up when I first picked it up.”
         

         
         “What you lack in smarts, you make up for in common sense.”

         
         “Gee, thanks.”

         
         Lois ignored Velma’s sarcasm as she pulled on gloves and took the pocket watch into her hands. With care, Lois studied the
            watch from every angle, lingering over the strange symbol. “I don’t recognize this mark. Luckily, I have a friend at Hayden
            College who studies this sort of thing. Can I keep this?”
         

         
         “Maybe take a sketch. I’d like to see if I can get it fixed.”

         
         “And to keep it out of the archives,” Lois added pointedly, although with good humor this time. “Because we’re friends, I’ll
            let this pass. Don’t get caught.”
         

         
         “You bet I won’t. Since this is the part where I ask for your help.”

         
         Lois sighed and picked up her pen and dipped it into the nearest inkwell. “What do you need, and is it something I’m actually
            able to give you?”
         

         
         “It’s all legit, I promise. I just need information about enchanted items. Preferably those of a mechanical nature, but I
            won’t be too picky. I’m looking for incidents where people reported unusual behavior that stopped and started with no clear
            reason. Also, look for anyone known to sell, repair, or make enchanted objects. Is this enough for you to work with?”
         

         
         “I believe so. I’ll make contact and give you a list of places or people that might be the most useful. I assume the first
            on the list is the necklace on Long Island?”
         

         
         Velma nodded. “I don’t know how connected this necklace might be, but it’s an enchanted object and the timing makes it impossible
            to ignore. Something’s always thrown my way, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “That does seem to happen a lot to you,” Lois remarked.

         
         “What can I say? Trouble just loves me so.”

         
         Lois rolled her eyes. “Oh, I know. I read plenty of reports that detail it. Are you leaving for the day soon?” Lois asked, switching topics. “My brother is pestering me with questions about my job again, and I need you to pretend to be a coworker from the public library.” 

         
         Velma groaned. “Why not tell him the truth about what you do?”

         
         “My brother worries about me excessively,” Lois said, “but he hardly visits me. Prepare your best lies for the evening. In
            turn, I’ll buy you a drink from Checkers.”
         

         
         “Not much of a bribe, considering I don’t have to buy drinks anywhere in town, Checkers least of all, after I hooked him up
            with a supplier that doesn’t water down their liquor.”
         

         
         “A simple yes or no would suffice.”

         
         With extravagant flair, Velma declared, “Lois, you are my best friend. I’ll gladly spend an evening lying to your brother
            if it makes you feel better.”
         

         
         “If lying doesn’t work, we can talk about you being a pilot. That will certainly make good dinner party conversation.”

         
         “Or we can talk baseball,” Velma said. “Everyone likes talking about baseball.”

         
         “My brother doesn’t,” Lois said as she began to grab her things. “Luckily, I have prepared a few details you need to memorize.
            It’s only seven pages.”
         

         
         As they left the archives and headed down to the lobby, Lois rattled on about minutiae Velma was never going to remember.
            Making vaguely affirmative noises whenever Lois paused for confirmation, Velma busied herself with making a mental checklist
            for her upcoming flight. When Lois opened the door to the lobby, Velma was pulled out of her thoughts by the horrifying sight
            before her. She yanked Lois back into the stairwell, snapping the door shut.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” Lois asked.

         
         “Trouble!” In her brief glance of the lobby, she’d spotted Dillon Harris talking to Cornelius. The pair were adjacent to the front door and there was no way to avoid passing Dillon without resorting to several misguided but effective spells. 

         
         “Trouble,” Lois echoed with concern. She pushed open the door to peer out. “It’s just the reporter you had that silly feud
            with— Oh, I didn’t know Cornelius was here today! He usually isn’t here on Mondays.”
         

         
         Before Velma could stop her, Lois dashed out into the lobby, subtly smoothing out her skirt.

         
         The two men sent greetings Lois’s way, and a smile brightened Cornelius’s features as his eyes fell on her.

         
         Dillon waved at Velma, mockingly encouraging her to join them.

         
         Velma had too much pride to slink away, so she walked over with the singled-minded determination to keep the conversation
            as brisk as possible.
         

         
         “I covered for Randall in the clinic today,” Cornelius said. “Although I might be here every day soon. His father died, and
            he’s talking about moving back home to take care of his much younger siblings.”
         

         
         “How lucky,” Lois said, then gulped, realizing how her words sounded. “For you, I mean. You said you liked coming here to
            do clinic hours.”
         

         
         “I enjoy the work the Magnolia Muses does,” Cornelius said, “and I like coming here. You’re here every day too, aren’t you?”

         
         “I work in the library,” Lois said. “Fourth floor.”

         
         Velma cleared her throat loudly.

         
         “I mean third floor, and it’s a very small library. But very spacious.”

         
         “How can it be both at once?” Dillon asked pointedly.

         
         Lois started stammering at the question, which perhaps explained why she felt the need to write out seven pages of extensive
            notes to keep her lies in order.
         

         
         “What about your dental practice, Cornelius?” Velma said, taking the reins of the conversation. “Would that impact things?”

         
         “I’m not looking to make a fortune.” Cornelius shrugged.

         
         “I don’t care about money either,” Lois added breathlessly.

         
         “Then you two shall starve together once you get married,” Dillon drawled.

         
         Both Cornelius and Lois clammed up, turning away embarrassedly from the other. Velma glared at Dillon’s cheeky grin, gripped
            by the desire to throttle him right there in the lobby.
         

         
         Velma had several opinions about her closest friends in Chicago slowly edging toward romance—most of them being that it was
            a terrible idea. However, in the face of such mocking, suddenly Velma became the fiercest supporter of the would-be couple.
         

         
         “What are you doing here, Harris?” Velma demanded. “If you want to interview the person in charge, this is not the main office.”

         
         “Just a follow-up interview with Cornelius about the brawl at the air show,” Dillon said. “I would’ve gone to his office,
            but he said to meet him here. Didn’t expect to see you, but I do love serendipity, as I was hoping to have a chance to speak
            with you again.”
         

         
         “Keep clinging to that hope,” Velma said. She turned to her friends. “Let’s head on out.”

         
         “Maybe you should talk to him,” Lois encouraged her. “It might be important.”

         
         “It won’t be,” Velma said, even as she was curious about why Dillon was here. Even more so because he genuinely seemed surprised
            to see her at the office.
         

         
         Her brief glance at him before she shut the stairwell door had been one of equal shock. That was rare. Dillon always popped
            up when she least expected, like mushrooms and half-remembered dreams. For her to surprise him was a nice change of pace.
         

         
         Stepping aside for a semblance of privacy, Velma grudgingly asked Dillon, “What are you after? More quotes? I gave you plenty at the air show yesterday.” 

         
         “Sadly no, ” Dillon replied. He glanced around the lobby, his attention drifting to the various flyers and advertisements
            that covered the bulletin board. “You work here at this organization?”
         

         
         A trickle of concern ran through Velma at his words. She had many reasons to dislike the reporter, but the chief reason she
            was tempted to cast a hex on him every time he popped up was that Velma owed Dillon a favor. Not a small favor either. A year
            ago Dillon had helped with a case of hers at a great personal cost. In the months since, however, Dillon made little to no
            mention regarding repayment. Knowing she owed him was like a pebble stuck in her boot, and she fretted about what he would
            demand. He was unlike anyone she knew, and Velma couldn’t predict exactly what he’d ask for, especially if he knew the resources
            she had access to.
         

         
         “I travel for the Muses representing their interests, couriering mail, collecting special packages, and transporting lawyers,”
            Velma said promptly. “I’m sent because I can get to places faster with my plane.”
         

         
         She waited for follow-up questions—there were always follow-up questions with Dillon. This time, none came. Instead he paused.

         
         “Then I suppose that’s how you know Quincy Hodges?”

         
         Velma paused at this name, but when she replied she made sure to keep her tone unruffled. “I dealt with Mr. Hodges previously,
            when I purchased a piano. Has something happened?”
         

         
         “Nothing that I know of. Mail still comes around addressed to you about your column. Not so much these days, but the mail
            room keeps forgetting you aren’t there anymore and leaves it in our mailbox—I mean my mailbox. It looked important, so I kept
            it.”
         

         
         From his jacket he pulled out a fat envelope, the sort Velma’s older sister always called bad news. The letter swelled like a foreboding promise, and Velma would have happily not opened it, especially once she saw that the return address under Quincy’s name was the false one used only for delicate and unusual situations. 

         
         “Don’t worry. I didn’t open it,” Dillon assured her as he handed it over.

         
         “You wanted to, I suppose.”

         
         “Of course. Who wouldn’t! However, I don’t open the mail of people I know unless given permission.”

         
         “That’s who I am to you—someone you know?” Velma played at the seal, loosening it slowly to buy her a little time.

         
         Dillon chuckled. “I doubt you consider us friends. Acquaintances seems too formal for someone willing to get down and dirty in the newsprint over a few paltry comments.”
         

         
         “How about rivals?” Velma suggested, slightly irked. “You got me fired because my column was more popular than your articles.”

         
         “Passing diversions will always attract more attention than a news story,” Dillon said. “Now, are you going to open the envelope
            or not? Don’t be a tease.”
         

         
         “It’s nothing important. Hodges is probably trying to sell another piano.”

         
         “Then open it,” Dillon said, undeterred. “I have no immediate plans and your friends
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