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        * * *

      

      “A tale born of others,

      Girls who lived before me.

      Their eyes had missed glamours,

      Warnings failed to slip free.

      

      Bones made of pure iron,

      Their words dark like ore,

      And an army behind him,

      This devil folklore.

      

      His grit old as time,

      He found a girl full of hate.

      In the pages that follow

      He’ll chain her to a dark fate.

    

  


  
    
      She’ll hunger in silence

      For souls ‘til she feeds

      Damned to do this for eons

      Until she’s made to find sleep.

      

      This island has hauntings.

      But there’s one we must tell.

      Because girls might not know

      That they’re dwelling in Hell.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        -Excerpt from “The Traveling Demon and the Peasant Girl”

        A Folktale of Chicago

        By Anonymous
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chicago Wins—1893

          

        

      

    

    
      A dinner party was in full swing behind the verandah’s gilded doors.

      From the grounds within the estate of Mr. Rex Winston, Fernando García Carolan listened to the music, its echoes rendering the lonely backyard where he waited that much lonelier. Laughter and chatter wove through the melody, the kind that came with money or celebration, or—if one were lucky—a healthy mix of both.

      Or so Fernando imagined. Or so Fernando hoped and dreamed and wished for in a way he’d never dared to in Brooklyn. Because this was Chicago nearing the turn of the century. The newly-minted greatest city in the American Midwest. The very metropolis that had beaten his home of New York to host the world on an international stage.

      Saints be with me, Fernando prayed, more out of habit than piety.

      A stray copy of The Chicago Tribune from the farmer’s wagon on Fernando’s cross-country trip was tucked in his pocket, a prophetic edition from three years earlier whose front-page headline read, CHICAGO WINS. Beside it sat a letter from Fernando’s father: heavy and carrying the look of something that contained hope in dollar signs.

      Hope was never cheap.

      Time crept by as Fernando waited for Mr. Winston to step away from the soirée to receive him. Each minute shrank Fernando’s stature more and more, a ragamuffin boy whose black locks with their hint of curl were parted to the side in an attempt to distract from his work boots for the fairgrounds, ones that had served him well on his parents’ construction site in Brooklyn.

      Fernando wouldn’t think about that now.

      Mr. Winston’s verandah was a garden of uniformly-cut shrubs and decadent white orchids that surrounded an eggshell-white, linen-clad table that had been setup for an impromptu tea by the housekeeper, Mrs. Grant. Two places were ready with embroidered white napkins, delicate china, and the smallest teacups Fernando had ever seen. A pot of hot black tea waited with steam billowing from the spout, and to its side sat a creamer and a dish of sparkling sugar cubes.

      In the center stood a tower of cucumber sandwiches and white cakes. From where Fernando stood, he could smell the sweetness of the desserts, and suddenly hunger caught up with him. With a glance around the empty verandah, he inched closer to the table. Surely, no one would miss one.

      With a careful footstep, he stretched his arm toward the cakes, and a finger brushed the frosting when⁠—

      “Skipping the sandwiches, I see,” a voice called from the door. Fernando startled and yanked his hand away. His balance betrayed him, and he grabbed the edge of the table for support, jostling it until a splatter of Darjeeling spilled onto the linens.

      Fernando’s eyes widened in horror. He tore his gaze to the door. “Sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Forget it, my boy.” Rex Winston strode onto the verandah in a black suit, his skin pale like overcast clouds. He was as tall as his voice was loud, though not as tall as Fernando remembered from the Sunday mornings in Brooklyn after Mass, when his mother would invite a man she perceived as both lonely and forgotten over for brunch. Now that Fernando had breached six feet in height, Mr. Winston seemed frailer, but just as staunch-faced as ever.

      “It was a wise choice. The cucumbers render the bread soggy anyway. Toast is no match for a vegetable that’s mostly water.” Mr. Winston reached out in greeting a hand that occupied a familiar ring Fernando also remembered from childhood. An antique signet perhaps, it bore a stone skull in the band as though it’d been carved free of rock a thousand years before. Fernando recalled many Sunday mornings at the breakfast table staring at it, convinced it was alive.

      Fernando told himself to forget the sharpness of those childhood memories, but it was impossible. Days after leaving home, New York’s skyline was still branded onto Fernando’s lids every time he shut his eyes—the shine of the rippling Atlantic, even more so. His mother’s mantle in their Brooklyn apartment, painted shades of warm vanilla, adorned with pictures of the Holy Virgin and Child, and blessed with glass-bead rosaries—the only possessions she’d taken from Dublin when she’d moved to Barcelona at eighteen. His father’s jokes—in Spanish and in English—and how his mother would laugh at them. Even the Spanish ones, which always swept past her while Fernando and his father understood them perfectly.

      Fernando remembered how his mother smiled.

      And then he remembered the words. Words in Spanish, words in English—whatever words he could yell at his parents the day of the accident. How three widows visited their Brooklyn home wearing white lace gloves that matched his mother’s vanilla mantle because women of good standing wore white gloves when they couldn’t afford black ones. The horror in Imogen Carolan’s eyes when Juan had told her what’d happened, three new bodies in the Catholic cemetery with fresh soil not yet patted down. Why the structure had collapsed. Why Juan had looked away. Why their lives would change from eggs and bread and jam on the breakfast table to bread, and bread alone.

      Days ago had quickly turned into a lifetime ago.

      Fernando cleared his throat and shook Mr. Winston’s hand. “Sir,” he said in the voice of a gentleman. “I’ve interrupted your evening. Thank you for seeing me. Thank you very, very much.”

      “Interrupted nothing, I assure you.” Mr. Winston smiled politely. His smiles felt practiced, unnatural, but Fernando wouldn’t judge someone on that. “Dear boy, it’s been quite a while.” He slapped Fernando’s strong shoulders. “Has it been ten years already? You’re how old now?”

      “Eighteen, sir.”

      “Eighteen.” Mr. Winston’s voice softened. “Mrs. Grant. Can you believe that?”

      A woman in a starchy gray dress appeared at Fernando’s side. Mrs. Grant’s hair was wound around the back of her head into a chignon, its tightness perfectly matching her chilly disposition. With a glare at the spill on the tablecloth, she poured Fernando and Mr. Winston tea and called on her way out the door, “Not at all, sir.”

      “Eighteen,” Mr. Winston repeated. “Have a seat. You’ve had a proper tea before, haven’t you?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Well, it’s easy. Just drink it while it’s hot and steer clear of discussions of politics. Then you’ll be set to mingle with the folks in this city who spend their time swirling brandies.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Winston searched the table for cream, and Fernando fished his father’s letter out of his pocket. The letter felt even heavier now that Fernando was set to give it away, but he reminded himself that everything was already in place.

      “Sir,” Fernando began. “My father⁠—”

      Mr. Winston’s eyes shot up—heavy and all-seeing under graying brows—and lifted his hand to receive the envelope. “Yes, that’s right. Best to get all these details out of the way.” The wrinkles around his eyes deepened with another forced smile.

      Mr. Winston withdrew a silver letter opener from inside his pocket and lanced the seal. He pulled out a paper-wrapped wad of bills. Fernando gulped.

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Two people who swore they’d never speak to me again just bought me a new life.

      Or at least a share of one as Rex Winston loaned him the rest.

      Fernando’s eyes brimmed with hot tears.

      “This is enough for two weeks at any establishment in the city,” Mr. Winston said thoughtfully as though his mind were more occupied with numbers than anything else. “It’s good money—better than I  expected when I spoke to your father, to be honest—but certainly not enough for an entire month.”

      He set the bills inside his jacket’s inner pocket. The letter from Fernando’s father he folded carefully into two squares as he made his way toward a fireplace in the corner of the verandah.

      “No matter. Things will be taken care of. I’ve arranged work for you at one of the spectacles at the fairgrounds. At this…rounded structure they’re rushing to finish. Months behind schedule, unfortunately. Bureaucracy—I tell you.”

      A burst of laughter in harmonious voices sounded from within the estate, and Fernando stared at the dark wood door, imagining the men behind it dressed in similar fashions to Mr. Winston: black silk and stiff white collars bejeweled with cufflinks of precious stones.

      Mr. Winston gave a nod. “Once again, you interrupted nothing tonight.”

      Fernando managed a small smile.

      “The contraption was named after the chap who designed it—George Ferris, I believe—and if you ask me, the blasted thing looks like a death trap. But a good start for anyone looking for opportunities in Chicago.”

      Mr. Winston spoke in a lighthearted voice, all the while preoccupied with the fire and how its flames ate up the letter.

      “As arranged, I’m willing to pay the difference you’ll need for several months’ rent in exchange for a set percentage of your wages until your debt is paid off.” Mr. Winston sat back in his chair. “I won’t even charge you interest if you can make it up to me in three weeks’ time. Now how’s that for an opportunity, my boy? Don’t get too used to it—deals like this one aren’t usually so generous in the real world. Best you learn that sooner rather than later.”

      The letter singed until it turned to ash.

      Fernando stared at the flames in the fireplace. He hadn’t expected Mr. Winston to burn his father’s letter.

      “As for the fairgrounds, they’ve covered the lake with enough solid land to build a park. Railway tracks will converge, a divining point from east and west. Peristyles with an old classically-European shape—white columns and what have you. They’ve even built a giant pond in the middle with fountains. Trying to make the Parisians’ new Eiffel Tower look bad, I surmise. The daily trek will be inconvenient, but not impossible.”

      Fernando stood, his tea now cold. “Getting there won’t be a problem, sir. I’m eternally grateful. But I should leave. I don’t wish to cause you any more trouble than I’ve already put you through.”

      “Sit,” Mr. Winston replied, a wrinkled hand fiddling with the skull carving on his ring. Fernando couldn’t deny how appropriate it was for Mr. Winston to have such a thing—the old man had always reminded him of a skeleton. Not in weight or size, but as though the sharpness of his demeanor needed perpetual enunciation. “You must be hungry. Famished, even. And I need a proper break from the talk in that other room. What with the Westinghouse nonsense now that General Electric’s patent…” Mr. Winston trailed off, his face wincing as though a headache had just found him.

      “General Electric,” Fernando remarked. Such a name meant power. “That’s Mr. Edison’s company.”

      “Mmmm,” Mr. Winston responded. “George Westinghouse is giddy with excitement that old fool Thomas lost the contract to light the fair. It’s all anyone in high society will talk about. But the damn bulb patent conflict with Edison—a nightmare. Westinghouse will certainly concede, though. I’m sure of it. And then I’ll have a good night’s rest. Finally.” He narrowed his gaze on Fernando. “Your eyes betray you, boy. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were amazed by all this talk of electrical nonsense.”

      Fernando straightened in his chair. It was intrigue instead of amazement, if Fernando were perfectly honest, but the sharpness of Mr. Winston’s words told him etiquette would insist he agree with his newfound patron. “Well. Mr. Edison did help create light in a different way, didn’t he? My father read all about it. They’ve gotten electric streetlights in certain parts of Manhattan⁠—”

      “Bah!” Mr. Winston shuffled with annoyance like a distraught bird caught in the rain. “Harsh on the eyes and unnatural. That’s what they are. Whenever those lights go on, that’s when I retire to the sanctuary of home for the night.”

      Fernando couldn’t bear the thought of agreeing, but he nodded nonetheless. “Of course, sir. Yes. Nonsense.” His nails dug into the skin of his hands, and his fingers froze in place as he uttered the harmless white lie.

      “Mr. Winston?” called Mrs. Grant from the doorway. Flickers of candlelight from the dining room cast unruly shadows across the verandah. “Mayor Harrison has just arrived, sir.”

      Mr. Winston’s gaze slid to the door. “Have him wait.”

      Mrs. Grant stiffened as though such an order were nearly impossible, and Fernando couldn’t blame her.

      Mr. Winston’s eyes steadied on Fernando. “What else have you heard of this, boy? The lights, I mean.”

      Fernando sifted his thoughts. “They say the lights will change the way we live. Light whenever we please. They’re already in use for illuminating subjects for photography⁠—”

      “Ha! Not when photographing me, they’re not.”

      “But beyond that. No more fire or gas lamps. It’s unbelievable, isn’t it? To live in a world like that?” Fernando hoped his response came off as easy, but worry settled over him as he realized how tense it was just to think such a thing—and how his hands wouldn’t budge from their intertwining clench.

      Worry tugged at Mr. Winston’s features. “Yes. Yes, it most certainly is.”

      Beads of sweat lined Fernando’s forehead. He focused on the fireplace and told himself to relax, but his fingers had cemented together uncomfortably.

      A gray moth fluttered through the verandah’s window, landing straight on the table linens. “But for all of history, we’ve lived without such an innovation,” Mr. Winston continued. “One that is peculiar, wasteful. Abominable.”

      A breath caught in Fernando’s throat. He glanced at his hands, but the firelight or the falling sunshine or something else altogether was certainly playing tricks on him, and his heart stopped.

      “Westinghouse and Edison were like bulls in this fight for the contract. Reckless instead of cautious. Stupid as they ignored how humanity has a tendency to do what it does best.”

      Fernando forced his fingers free and flexed them. Horror fell upon him as hands of bone now sat in his own lap. Each finger—one to ten, one to ten—like polished white stone with cracks at the joints.

      Without warning, Mr. Winston’s gloved fist came crashing down on the moth, flattening it against the diamond-white fabric.

      Fernando’s eyes shot to the table and then back again at his hands.

      Which were now just as he’d always known them.

      Fernando calmed any persistent nerves and called to his saints for whatever graces they could give. He stretched his fingers again, studying the skin he’d known his entire life. Each freckle, each scar, each ragged nail that had served him well over the past eighteen years.

      Mr. Winston pressed the stain of the dead moth into the tablecloth. And then he looked up. Again with a practiced smile now more like the skull on his ring than ever.

      “And that, Fernando, is squash a problem before it grows too big. Now, have your cake, dear boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Legacy

          

        

      

    

    
      The library at St. Joan’s Academy for Girls was unlike any other library Clara Banks had come across in all her seventeen years. Filled with worn pages, polished oak shelves, and dimmed sunlight, the entire space was as long as it was dense, and it serpentined throughout the rest of the school like a hidden sanctuary for countless collections of books.

      Books, Clara knew, that might include one of importance. A diamond in the rough. An heirloom. A legacy. A treasure given to St. Joan’s by Clara’s father quite some time before she had been admitted there.

      Clara’s kitten heels clacked quietly against the shining wood floors as she made her way toward the folklore section. Her eyes flicking toward every sound, she knew it would only take one stern word from the librarian Miss Betsy to Headmistress McGill to forever foil Clara’s plans.

      But the library was empty that morning. Its racks of romances and shelves of mysteries waited patiently.

      Folklore sat on the top shelf of the eastern-most quarter between newspapers chronicling the beginning of Chicago and cities older. Clara read the embossed spines so ancient, she didn’t dare brush a fingernail across them. She lifted to her toes, stretching for the shelf to no avail, and then fell to flat feet as she considered how to access the scores of folktales lined up and beckoning her.

      A quick glance to the left, then to the right. “Aha,” she whispered, a tuft of a word falling past her lips as she spied a ladder with wheels hinged to the shelves.

      But before Clara could risk a step, another creak stilled her, and she sucked in a sharp breath. Classes were due to begin in only minutes, and no St. Joan’s girl was to be inside the library unless with written permission from a teacher.

      Clara did not have permission.

      Pressing against an unsteady collection of Shakespeare and Milton, Clara squeezed her eyes shut, outlining the library in her mind as she imagined where the creak had come from—and who might have caused it.

      It sounded again with heavy footsteps—ones Clara recognized from a day she’d had to retrieve a volume on Marie Antoinette for a history lesson. The library cart’s wheel emitted a distinct chirp whenever it turned left as Miss Betsy sorted the books on loan back into their proper places. Miss Betsy’s steps drew closer, and the grandfather clock against the library wall ticked in an ominously loud way now, as though it were a symbol in a play meant to foreshadow certain doom.

      Please not this aisle, Clara prayed. Who’d check out one of these blasted old folios anyway when every student here has gilded editions on their parents’ bookshelves?

      Miss Betsy’s cart coursed to a sharp stop one row away, and Clara peeked through the books. The older woman’s silhouette peered through her glasses as she returned another volume to its proper spot. Clara straightened and stepped silently toward the end of the row.

      A creak split the silence as the cart started up again, this time followed by some soft humming. As Miss Betsy pushed it into the next row, Clara slipped around and ducked underneath a shelf of gothic horror. She prayed somehow she could fade into the pages behind her as the clock ticked closer to the hour. Miss Betsy’s singing continued. Only when some heavier volumes were returned did the cart carry on and Clara relax.

      She rattled the ladder as quietly and inconspicuously as possible and slipped one foot onto the first step. An array of St. Joan’s prized fairy tale editions sat on the top shelf, donated by alumna and philanthropists alike—anyone willing to foot the bill for first editions if it meant bronze placards nailed to the shelves for all to see.

      Clara didn’t have to search long to find what she was seeking.

      “There you are.” Her fingers graced the midnight fabric spine of a small novella, well-loved and faded from a lifetime of turned pages and inked words. “Why, hello.”

      She tipped it until it slid free from the rest of the surrounding stories, and her feet rushed to bring her back to safe and solid ground. Once she’d fully descended the ladder, Clara stole a handful of seconds she knew she couldn’t afford to sit, draw her knees to her chest, and clutch the book to her heart.

      “Finally,” Clara whispered so softly she barely heard it herself. “Mother, I found it.”

      In the attic of her father’s newly-purchased countryside estate had sat a long-forgotten crate of mementos from Bethany Banks’s life. Amongst them had been a copy of a folktale known only in Chicago. Clara read the inscribed words on the book’s dusty cover.

      The Traveling Demon and the Peasant Girl.

      The girls at St. Joan’s were scheduled to study folklore in their literature class, and the story Clara’s mother Bethany had told her time and time again had miraculously appeared on the syllabus. As familiar as bedtime and the shine of the moon, Clara could recite the entire one hundred-page novella perfectly—she’d even mastered its tricky iambic pentameter, a trick her mother had been more than pleased about. It’d been Bethany’s favorite story, and the family copy had been a gift from Bethany’s favorite aunt, Miranda.

      And then donated to St. Joan’s library because the very sight of his wife’s possessions still devastated Jonathan Banks to his core.

      Clara’s heart hitched at that truth. On some days, she wondered if her father had donated this book to her all-girls private school for the connections, or if it had been charity by way of grief.

      Regardless, the book was back in the hands of its rightful owner. Clara imagined the warmth of her mother’s fingers as they crossed each page, an index finger slowly identifying each word as she read. Bethany Banks had never been terribly strong at reading—always mixing up letters or seeing them upside-down—but she’d helped Clara recognize each word as much as she could through a strange sadness Clara had never known her mother to be without.

      Clara opened the book to the title page and read with surprise a faded inked inscription:

      
        
        To my dear niece Bethany.

        The second copy of this story should undoubtedly be yours.

        Love Aunt Miranda.

      

      

      Clara tilted her head. Second copy? In the hundreds of times her mother held this book while reading to her, Clara had never noticed that before.

      The paper dampened from the cold sweat in her palms, something that seemed to happen whenever Clara found herself amazed by the remnants of history. She peeled back the cover again until the spine cracked and ran her fingertips along the faint words.

      The second copy of this story should undoubtedly be yours.

      Second.

      Clara switched back to the cover, where the story’s title was embossed. Underneath it: By Anonymous.

      The family story of Aunt Miranda was not as familiar as the story in Clara’s hands, but what Clara did know was Miranda Carveth had been last seen in 1859, only weeks after this very precious book had been given to her favorite niece. For years, Miranda’s memory had been tangible in the Bankses’ house, and then their estate, a story that lingered and seemed to find its place in every room, from the parlor with the bright white curtains purchased from the Hudson’s Bay Department Store on Jonathan Banks’s failed business attempt in Toronto, to the high-windowed sunroom with a perpetual angle of light that illuminated the dust that danced with a grand piano beneath it. A question—a need to know why Miranda had vanished and what had happened to her—had burrowed inside Bethany for as long as Clara had known her mother. An enigma that had gone unsolved during Clara’s short time at Curtis School.

      But now, Clara was at St. Joan’s Academy for Girls, on Bynum Island in Chicago.

      The very spot Miranda had allegedly disappeared from, all those years ago.

      Imagine that.

      A slip of something yellow-tinged and frail tumbled from the back of the book, and Clara cringed as the realization that she’d accidentally torn a page free from something so old and precious washed over her like holy water to baptism. But upon second glance, no—she hadn’t torn a page free. This was something quite different. Old, yes, but parchment from the desk of someone who could write in proper script and did so in a thick, heavy hand.

      
        
        You know of this story as a folktale, my darling.

        But it is so much more than that.

        Do not disregard this warning. Monsters hide on Bynum Island.

        I fear they’ll take me next.

      

      

      The curled tail of the last word spilled off the page and into oblivion. Clara flipped the parchment in her hand in case there might be any more strange words scribbled there—nothing.

      A quick scoff escaped her. “How ridiculous.” A lark perhaps. Clara cut her eyes to the right and then to the left like a child might during a game of hide-and-seek. She expected to see the other girls from St. Joan’s laughing and giggling at the new girl from Curtis School. But no one was there.

      Clara glanced back at the careful swoops and swirls of the penmanship. “Monsters,” she uttered with a shake of her head. She’d given up on stories about monsters eons ago, though a spark of uncertainty filled her heart with wonder. She glanced at the folktale in her hand. Monsters lay there, too, in the pages thumbed and softened from nights filled with imaginations soaring beyond this real world. The spark urged Clara to take its hand and believe in something again, just like she had with her mother, when it had been so easy to believe there was magic surrounding them and that storybook adventures had once been real.

      But that had been another time.

      Clara cast away the spark and instantly it faded to ash.

      Miss Betsy’s cart slammed against the wall, and Clara jumped, a quick hand slipping the book into her skirt pocket. She spun around to the librarian standing in the early sunlight.

      “You’re late for class.”

      Clara winced and nodded an apology to Miss Betsy, and then she ran out the door, purposefully stealing a book that never should have belonged to anyone else to begin with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            A Gift To The Academy

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara slipped inside her history classroom and shut the door, and right away, the notion of monsters disappeared. With her hand still on the knob, she realized the entire room had suddenly gone far too quiet, and she glanced over her shoulder at Headmistress Florence McGill in front of the blackboard, hands clasped as she regarded Clara with a stern glance. Each of the girls in the class had already taken her seat.

      Hot alarm flooded Clara as she realized she was the last to arrive.

      “Thank the heavens Miss Banks has decided to grace us with her presence today. Any longer, and we would have been worried sick.” Headmistress’s eyebrows lifted in a way that channeled a proper amount of annoyance.

      “Sorry, ma’am.” Clara wove through the rows of cherry-wood desks until she found an empty seat by the window. The girls watched Clara, all of them identical in their uniforms of a white blouse with a gray bow to match a pleated skirt, the only color a few rebellious spots of red on the lips of some who’d managed to sneak rouge onto the school grounds. As she sat, Clara shifted the small book with the yellowed note inside her pocket so the spine was free from digging into her thigh.

      “To continue,” Headmistress bellowed, commanding the girls’ attention as her stern demeanor faded for one of sheer pride. “It is my privilege to introduce a gift that came to us at the behest of a generous former alumna some years ago.” She removed her eyeglasses and used the sleeve of her dress to clean the lenses. There was a quick glance over to the far corner of the classroom and then a quick nod. “Yes, my dear girl. Please bring it forward. Third-years are now permitted to incorporate it into their studies.”

      Clara turned as a classmate named Stevie push a wheeled device covered with a dark woolen blanket toward Headmistress. Stevie whipped off the blanket, loosening a crop of dust that had settled over a shining three-foot-tall camera whose curved lens inspected each of the girls and reflected them back as glass ghouls.

      The girls gasped and awed in delight, but it was only Clara who inched forward in her seat in sheer surprise. An actual Kodak!

      “For any of our classes?” a girl asked from the first row. “Think of what we could do with it!” With each uttered word, the excitement in her voice grew.

      Headmistress held up a finger, her eyeglasses cast aside on her desk. “It’s the school’s, Sally. If any of you think you can simply fiddle with this to your heart’s content, you’ll be back in second-year faster than you can say jackrabbit.”

      Stevie knelt in front of the camera, fiddling with its knobs and gears in a silent demonstration on how such a magnificent machine would work. Her hands dressed in crisp white gloves, she lifted the Kodak’s great curved flash, aimed the dark lens at the girls in their seats, and ducked under the camera’s velvet curtain.

      “Ready,” Stevie announced. “Smile for eternity, girls.” Above her, the wall was lined with framed photographs of students from the past sitting exactly where they all sat now.

      A crack split the air and a flash followed, and Clara rubbed her eyes as the classroom brightened and then slowly faded from a harsh shine into the dim classroom once again.

      But with the flash’s sudden burst, the book in Clara’s pocket tumbled onto the floor with a thump, the yellowed note peeking out from amidst the pages. Her cheeks warmed as she felt the eyes of each girl on her as well as those of Headmistress, who set her glasses back upon her nose and stared at the small book.

      “Last to arrive, first to steal from the library, Miss Banks?” Headmistress remarked.

      Clara stumbled on her words. “No, ma’am,” she tried as she forced herself to sit tall, her voice striving for strength. “I just⁠—”

      “Two months you’ve been at St. Joan’s now, isn’t that right, Clara? I imagine by now you’ve learned the library is off-limits to students outside of class hours unless they’re granted clear permission. And I know it’s the same rule at Curtis School, isn’t it?”

      Clara knew the question wasn’t intended to be cruel, but she couldn’t help but especially feel like she didn’t belong just then. Around her, the girls stared, girls whose chance to attend the prestigious St. Joan’s Academy for Girls had been determined long before their births. Destiny had a tendency to run through blood and lineage, Clara knew. Though there were exceptions to this rule, and she was certainly one of them.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Clara replied, resigned to staring at the sharp lines of her desk. “I’ll return the book to Miss Betsy immediately.” A family heirloom, back in the hands of this private school. Clara detested the thought.

      “No,” Headmistress immediately replied, a softened voice sheer relief to Clara’s nerves. “You might as well hold on to it.” She spoke in a strict yet kind tone that had likely been forged from years of running a school for teenage girls. “After all, it’s next on the academy’s literature syllabus.”

      The silence that followed was hollow, a sort of silence that comes whenever the wheels spin wildly in someone’s mind.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Clara whispered. She was tempted to remark upon her issues with the word ‘academy’ and how it implied such a contrast from ‘school.’ Especially since she’d come from a ‘school’ and it hadn’t been immensely different from where she was now. The lessons weren’t terribly unalike, but Clara had quickly learned where people came from determined whether they would attend a ‘school’ or an ‘academy.’

      And that was appalling, in Clara’s humble opinion.

      Headmistress beckoned Stevie, who right away set all of the Kodak’s pieces back into place and covered it again with the blanket. “No one is to touch the camera without permission.”

      Stevie glared at a tall straight-haired girl at the front of the classroom. Behind Headmistress’s back, she straightened both her thumbs and bended them in the girl’s direction, mouthing all thumbs, to which the girl in question—Marta—scowled before returning to sketching an array of ships coursing across waves onto some parchment.

      “But you girls are quite lucky. With the Columbian Exposition only weeks away, the eyes of the world are on Chicago. You’ll have the perfect opportunity to capture history in the making.” Headmistress met Clara’s eyes. Soft gray balancing between kindness and discipline. “I’ll expect great things from you.” The statement was spoken to the class but directed at Clara.

      It wasn’t a surprise for Clara to hear of such high expectations. Curtis School had told Clara’s father always to count on the same from his daughter. They’d agreed Clara was a natural when it came to history. Languages. Anything that examined the very essence of what it was to be human. Between the books she collected or retrieved and then stored in her father’s newly-purchased estate in the countryside and the fascinating conversations she was able to have with her teachers, Clara needed to explore the complexity of humanity to its depths, dig as deeply as she could. She yearned to see how the same events in history would repeat themselves in every age.

      A hand rose from the front of the classroom, and Clara glanced at Sally in the first row, the indisputable leader of a clique of girls Clara recognized but wasn’t a part of. Sally straightened in her seat and tucked the simple ribbon holding her dark shoulder-length hair off her face. “Is it prudent to bring the Kodak to the fairgrounds on opening day, though? There will be thousands of people, and the camera might get damaged. Surely St. Joan’s would have connections that would allow us to, perhaps, get a tour ahead of time?” Sally smiled sweetly. “For our education, naturally.” Her tone was strong, and its cadence, elegant—expected from a girl who thrived in debate classes and educated the teachers at St. Joan’s on the importance of including African-American writings in their curricula.

      Clara’s thoughts drifted back to the stolen book on her desk, the one that had not granted her the wrath of Headmistress McGill—a strange thing itself. With that, the note hadn’t been discovered, and for some strange reason, Clara was relieved.

      How on earth could she have considered taking it so seriously?

      “Excellent point, Sally.” Headmistress’s shoes clacked across the classroom floor.

      This was the place from which Miranda Carveth had disappeared. Had Miranda walked this very room? Had she seen the same trees and grass outside the window Clara sat by now?

      “And there is someone in this classroom who could help us in that regard.”

      Clara rested her chin in her palm and hardened her gaze. She had been given a unique opportunity—gifted with the perfect setting, the tools she required, the resources that would benefit her, and a clever mind. Everything she’d need to find out exactly what had happened to her mother’s dearly beloved aunt.

      Monsters hide on Bynum Island.

      I fear they’ll take me next.

      Why would anyone write something so preposterous? Who would have done such a thing?

      Headmistress McGill stopped in front of her desk, and Clara awoke from her thoughts and straightened in her seat. For a moment, she was distracted by the black leather gloves Headmistress always wore to ward off the chill in such an old school. But then Clara realized which elephant had just sauntered straight into their classroom.

      For her father was Jonathan Banks, a business liaison to Mr. George Westinghouse, who’d just secured a very important contract for the World’s Columbian Exposition.

      Headmistress smiled. “In my days, we’d call this providence.”
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      The Midway Plaisance come nightfall was like stepping into a fairy tale Juan García Díaz might have told his son when his wife Imogen wasn’t listening. Fairy tales steered awfully close to magic, after all, and there was no way on earth Fernando’s devoutly Irish-Catholic mother would ever allow for such a thing to be celebrated in her home.

      The tents lining the edges of the Midway just beneath the half-built Ferris Wheel were shades of pomegranate and fuchsia brightened a thousand times until simply looking at them hurt Fernando’s eyes.

      “Come on,” a boy named Dodger beckoned Fernando. He was a tall white boy built like a bear with the keen sensibility of a lad who worked in Fernando’s line of work, now dressed up in a tweed jacket—old but in good condition—that covered a clean gray button-down and matched his soot-gray trousers. Men working on the fairgrounds were aplenty in the apartment buildings on the west end of Chicago, and Dodger had quickly stumbled across Fernando after both of them had worked a fourteen-hour shift. Though Dodger’s line of work was a little different from Fernando’s.

      “I’m manning the electricity at Machinery Hall,” he’d told Fernando after hands had been shaken and pleasantries said. “The fountains, the lights—you name it. If Westinghouse’s money is involved, I’m the brains operating it.”

      Fernando hadn’t had much of a choice in whether to attend the typical festivities of a Thursday night on the Midway Plaisance: cards and booze with those who worked on the outskirts of civilization.

      “You sure I’m allowed to be here?” Fernando asked as he followed Dodger toward the tent. “I wasn’t exactly invited.”

      “I invited you,” Dodger corrected. “Not a chance you’re missing out. The boys from Donegal Castle hid loads of whiskey on the ship when they came to Chicago, and tonight they’re cracking the bottles open. Not your poison? Rice wine from the Japanese Gardens. Lagerbier from the German Village. We’ve got it all.”

      The tent’s flaps out front waved with the breeze and the song from inside, and Dodger and Fernando swept through to an earful of live fiddle music and staggering dances with kicking feet and little coordination. The smell of liquor permeated the air in a way that was hours from turning sour, but right now it was lovely and sweet, and Fernando breathed it in.

      “Oy!” Antoine, the foreman from the Ferris Wheel, called as he stepped inside after them. A half-dozen people turned at the voice that sounded more like music than a command for attention. He tipped back his midnight-black bowler cap from his dark hair and pointed at a rather skinny lad at the head of the table. “Is that Frankie in my seat? You and I both know, buster, last week’s winner at cards gets the throne!”

      Ear-splitting laughter followed, Fernando the only one not in on the joke. There were cheers and waves of greetings, and as Antoine slapped each hand raised toward his, Dodger led Fernando to an oak counter where there were spare crystal tumblers and a handle of shining whiskey.

      Immediately, Fernando turned away from the crowd. “You didn’t say Antoine would be here.” He ducked his hand, pulling at his newsboy cap so the brim fell over his eyes. His own boss, there amongst a bunch of kids with booze and cards—not the vision of ambition Fernando yearned to present himself as.

      Dodger glanced over his shoulder. “Who, Antoine? You think he gives a god damn? Shit, he’s no older than we are.”

      “He’s at least thirty.”

      “Nah, he just seems that way ‘cause he’s French. Antoine’s nineteen.”

      “Dodge!” called Antoine, a French accent tinging his voice. He grinned, a blur of laughter in stark white threads that contrasted his dark skin. “My favorite unionizer! You must be here to win back the cash you lost last week!”

      “Fuck no,” Dodger replied curtly as he poured whiskey into three tumblers and handed one to Antoine. He shoved the third into Fernando’s palm. Cold with sticky amber droplets spilling down the side. “I know when I’m beat,” Dodger added. “But Fernando here might be interested in a hand or two.” A wink.

      In less than a jiffy, Antoine recognized Fernando. “Ah, the prodigal son from the east has decided to add more to his list of sins tonight.”

      Fernando frowned, unsure how Antoine could know about what had happened in Brooklyn. If that was what he’d even meant.

      Then Antoine laughed. It was an easy way to laugh, like he’d been born to do it. “I’m only kidding. Come on. You deserve the ambrosia you have coming.” He lifted his glass, and Dodger and Fernando followed suit. “To eves when we don’t come home until dawn. To the memories from nights we’ll yearn to forget.” Antoine eyed the crowd for anyone he might pursue once the drinks were drunk. “To the hearts we will break and to ours which might, too. To the folks we won’t meet, or haven’t met yet.”

      Dodger gave a quick nod. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Fernando lifted his glass. “Hell of a toast.”

      “Practice makes perfect,” Antoine replied.

      Their glasses clinked, and they shot the whiskeys. Fernando’s face fell into a wince as it burned his throat, and he imagined the room of suits at Mr. Winston’s home. The soirée behind closed doors as he and Mr. Winston had made arrangements. How differently did folks drink regardless of status?

      Antoine clapped his hands. “Cards! Fernando, you’re next, but for now, I’m owed two dollars, and I plan to take more of these fools’ money. Move it, Frankie.”

      Fernando lifted himself up onto a round stool at the counter. The table was cleared of glasses, and Antoine took a seat, rolling his sleeves with exaggerated drama. A few more Midway workers taunted Antoine jovially and found seats until there was a full table with a Queen of Hearts and a Jack of Spades sliding across the slick surface. The game was five-card draw, and Antoine had a rolled cigarette dangling from his lips and another glass of whiskey beside him, King of the Midway.

      “Hey,” Dodger said, elbowing Fernando. “That’s Antoine’s girl, Lily. She goes to St. Joan’s.” A pause. “Well, as of a few weeks ago, no longer Antoine’s girl.” His lips quirked with the feelings someone might have before daring to hold a girl’s hand. “But they’re still all right with each other,” Dodger added, and then he cocked his head to the side. “Looks like she brought Marta. Don’t worry—their fathers might be suits fit enough for the likes of The Cat’s Whisker, but you’d never know it by the way they throw back whiskey. Come on.”

      A cloud of tobacco smoke bumped against the ceiling of the tent, and Fernando followed Dodger through it, notes of laughter springing free from the pairs and trios of fair workers whose faces were in states of easy grins now that work had come to an end for the day. The patterns and fabrics of the clothing each person wore—as bright as they could find—were jewels in the dim candlelight. So bold that when Fernando and Dodger reached the back of the tent, where two girls were already slipping underneath, the girls’ black velvet dressing gowns were nothing short of daringly different.

      The first girl to straighten from the other side put on a big grin as she recognized Dodger. “Well, hello there, you!” she said in a cheerful voice as she tucked her curly blonde hair behind an ear. When Dodger moved in close, the girl slipped past him cheekily. “Ah, ah. Drink first. Antoine has the booze, right?”

      “Just try to take it from him,” Dodger answered. “Lily? Fernando.”

      The girl paused when she saw Fernando. “You’re new,” she declared, looking him up and down like he were a dress she might consider buying. “Where are you from?” She set a cigarette to her lips. It was already lit, and Fernando had no idea how she’d slipped it under the tent.

      Fernando stuck his hands in his trouser pockets, uncomfortable by the attention, even with the ease of whiskey settling in his veins. “Brooklyn.”

      “New York? Oh, I love New York.” She drawled out the word love in a way that was close to sarcasm but erred on the side of class. “Manhattan is one of the prettiest places in the world. My parents and I go there at least once a year. Never in the winter, mind you, because I really do believe New York has the coldest winters. Even more so than Chicago! That’s because it’s an island. You can’t escape the water. It freezes, and that dreadful wind blows across the land with no mercy, and no wonder it’s so easy to catch pneumonia!”

      Fernando was not exactly sure if he should try to respond or just wait until the girl had tired herself out, but then another appeared behind Lily. She was much taller with long dark hair—straight while Lily’s was curly—and seemed to study folks before engaging with them. And right now, her target was Fernando.

      “She’ll go on and on like this for hours unless you shut her up.”

      Lily turned to the girl. “So kind of you, Marta.”

      “Weren’t you getting a drink?” Marta said, leaning on Lily’s shoulders.

      A spark of light fell over Lily’s face. “I absolutely was.” She sauntered away.

      “Isn’t New York kind of far to travel from for work?” Marta asked Fernando once Lily had left, with Dodger following.

      Fernando glanced at her. “What?”

      “New York,” she said again, a magical cigarette appearing between her fingers. Just like Lily’s. “The fair isn’t going to be the big thing everyone says it is. It’s only temporary. And after everything, all the glitz and glam of modern progress—” Marta made a gesture that feigned vomiting “—all of this rubbish is just going to collapse. None of the buildings were made to stand forever. Nothing is durable. Not even that standing disaster of a wheel
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