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			To Miranda “Panda” Samford, whose brightness lit the way. 
The light of your shooting star still burns in us. 
We keep it lit, and it keeps us warm.

Shine, baby, shine.
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			INTRODUCTION

			The year is 1927, but this is not the 1927 you think it is. There is jazz, and there are flappers, and planes have just begun to dominate the sky. Prohibition is in full effect, though it still isn’t very effective at dissuading people from drinking. Bootleggers crisscross the states and sail up and down the American coast, making money hand over fist selling moonshine in an already dizzyingly prosperous period. Spiritualism is enjoying a new wave of popularity, buoyed up by a deep yearning to reconnect with loved ones lost during the Great War.

			But there is no racial segregation. Nor is there a West Virginia; there is only Virginia. Texas is a sickle at the bottom of the United States, displaced by a large territory called Comancheria, one of thirteen provinces founded and administrated by Indigenous American majorities. In the now slightly dated hotels built during the Belle Époque, influences from Islamic calligraphy can be clearly seen twining through everything Art Nouveau, from the posters on the walls to the carpet beneath the guests’ feet. The current Art Deco fashions draw directly from African and Indigenous geometric patterns. West and East African food is normal, passé even, as it has been around since the African kingdoms colonized the New World alongside their European trade partners. Mosques and synagogues are just as present along city streets as churches. Less publicly but nevertheless notably, traditional African and Indigenous American religions are also freely practiced. 

			And there is magic, both dangerous and benign, still poorly understood but more visible than it’s ever been before. The Great War, which launched the first full-scale use of magic in modern history, brought an awareness of magic and its capabilities to a world that had previously largely ignored it. Some people fear it more viscerally than ever. Some people are drawn to its mysterious allure and glamorous promise of power. A new age has begun, one where those small few who have practiced magic quietly over the centuries are now thrust suddenly into the spotlight.

			But anybody can do magic, and in a world that is rapidly changing, where nihilism and hedonism sit side by side with deep religious conservatism and a generation scarred by a world war, it’s no wonder that violent crime aided by magic explodes.

			Fortunately, there is a centuries-old order of women trained to handle just this sort of thing: The Order of Joan.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			The night before the murders, Bernice Chandler saw the angel.

			It interrupted her dreams with its portentous presence. One moment she was shopping with her roommate; the next, she was in a barren field and the angel was there. Waiting for her.

			It stood in the center of the barren waste, solid and unmoving as a stone pillar. Bernie had the sense it radiated intense light, but not the kind she could see with her waking or dreaming eyes. Its gigantic body, not unlike the trunk and branches of an ancient oak, twisted high into the featureless sky, and its wings were many. It watched her through innumerable eyes with unbroken focus. Knowing she was the sole object of its divine scrutiny, she screamed.

			Be not afraid. That’s what they always said in the Bible. But she was not reassured even remembering that, because the angel only appeared to her when something awful was about to happen.

			It had been eight years since its last visit. Eight years of peace, almost long enough to make her believe it was gone from her life for good. No such luck, it seemed.

			Which begged the question: if it was here, what on Heaven and Earth was about to happen?
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			Late May, 1927. Chicago, Illinois.

			Red streaked the pavement, spread from curb to curb in bold, abstract strokes, and the metallic tang of blood hung heavy in the humid night air. A pair of tangled bodies, twisted up like wrung-out handkerchiefs, laid discarded in the middle of the street, empty eyes turned skyward.

			“I’m gonna step out on a limb here,” the detective beside the lone woman on the scene began drily, “and say this is one of yours.”

			“Afraid so,” she answered. 

			Hell’s bells, what an ugly sight. Bernie pressed her lips together as she absorbed the scene, all hard blacktop and ruby streamers, like no party she’d ever want to attend. Humans were capable of plenty of unthinkable carnage; the Great War had taught the world that. But this? This was something else entirely.

			The smooth curve of her sword’s pommel felt comforting to her palm. The weapon was heavy where it rested at her hip, its baldric biting through the thin, beaded fabric of her silver party dress. Her apartment was on the way to the scene, but she hadn’t had a chance to fully change. She’d barely had enough time to grab the sword, a different pair of shoes, and the Order’s utilitarian overcoat to cover her bare shoulders, though the hot, sticky weather was making her regret that last decision. But she couldn’t have left it; it was part of the uniform, the only part she could quickly grab other than the sword. The blade’s presence was reassuring; it steadied the jackrabbit beating of her heart as she took in the gruesome sight spread before her. There was also, of course, the pistol secreted away in her coat pocket. That helped, too.

			An errant breeze gusted down the poorly lit residential street, snatching at the dark curls of the bob framing her face and lifting the evening’s oppressive humidity for a blessed moment. It also carried the sharp, hair-curling stench of sulfur. Yes, she thought as she cupped her nose protectively, definitely our kind of case.

			“Have the victims been identified?”

			“Not yet,” the detective—Bernie tried to remember his name—Powell admitted with a grimace. “We haven’t found her purse, and he ain’t got no wallet on ‘im.”

			“Any witnesses?” She could always hope.

			Detective Powell shook his head. 

			“Just the poor saps that called it in. This street’s pretty quiet this late. Decent neighborhood.” His mouth twitched a few times beneath his pencil mustache. “Seen anything like it before, miss?” 

			Bernie paused before answering, resisting the urge to worry her lips, which were still painted for the party she’d left prematurely just a half hour earlier. How much should she tell him? She’d seen plenty of carnage, heard of much more from others in her Order. Murders weren’t uncommon in Chicago, magically aided or otherwise, nor was this her first or even third homicide case. But she knew with one look that she’d never encountered anything quite like this before.

			“I haven’t personally, but the Order certainly has,” she answered decisively. “We have centuries of records. Very little surprises us anymore.”

			Powell had been closely studying his notebook, taking care not to look directly at her or the bodies in the street. But now his eyes darted to the pair of corpses as he added, “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

			Bernie’s fingers tightened briefly on the sword pommel. He was wrong. There would be something in the Archives that could explain this. There always was.

			She remembered the angel—and immediately dismissed the dread it prompted, along with the shiver that crept down her spine despite the heat. Whatever it had come for, it couldn’t be this. It hadn’t appeared before any of the other murders she’d investigated. Why start now?

			Two officers approached carrying cameras. They’d been circling the scene for a good ten minutes, the bright pops of their flash bulbs illuminating the gruesome vignette in stark bursts. Now they were finally finished, and they both looked green around the gills. One started to open his mouth to say something to Detective Powell, but just as suddenly snapped it shut and nodded curtly before hurrying past.

			“Knight Chandler,” the detective said, gesturing that she could begin her investigation. “Quick, if you could, miss. The press will be here like flies on shit soon, and we wanna have the stiffs bagged by then.”

			Bernie wasted no time, though she was far from eager to get closer to the dark heart of the scene. She silently thanked God that she’d thought to ditch her dancing shoes; the wide streaks of blood weren’t completely dry, and she could hear tacky gore sticking to the soles of her Oxfords as she picked her way toward the bodies. Behind her, Powell followed carrying a flashlight to better illuminate the scene.

			She neared the corpses, struggling to swallow the bile rising into her throat and mouth. Blood exposed to the elements, especially in such quantities, had a smell to it, a heavy, metallic scent that stuck to the back of her tongue and invaded her sinuses. As a member of the Order of Joan for five years and a full knight for three, she thought she’d be more resilient. Her stomach disagreed.

			She knelt beside the broken bodies. The beads of her dress shivered in a silver cascade as she settled, and the curve of one of her sepia-brown knees, veiled by sheer stockings, flashed from beneath the hem. She smoothed her dress down and quickly checked none of the beads were trailing in blood before returning her attention to the bodies. 

			It was hard to look at them, they were so disfigured. Their clothes and hair were matted with their bodily fluids; they glistened faintly under the soft streetlight and the beam of Detective Powell’s flashlight. They hadn’t been dead too long, but flies of all sizes were already swarming around the unprecedented smorgasbord. The two victims were tangled up, their arms twined around each other, shattered bone splintering out of blood-soaked skin. They had become some horrible sculpture, all twisting contours in crimson monochrome, wrought from flesh instead of stone.

			“Red,” she mused to herself darkly, “the color of beauty and perfection.” 

			“Sorry, miss?” Powell asked.

			Bernie indicated he should bring the light closer while saying, “The Romans had a thing for red back in the day. It plays a special role in Russian and Chinese culture. And it’s important to alchemists, of course. It’s a powerful color, red.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?” The detective shuffled his feet impatiently. “It’s not just a color, lady, it’s blood. There’s a difference.”

			Bernie shot him a look, one he probably missed since her back was to one of the dim streetlamps and the flashlight was trained on the cadavers.

			“Perhaps,” she replied, biting back a more snappish response as she reached into her coat pocket. Her fingers brushed past the cold steel of her snub nose .38 and felt around for a glass vial. 

			Having observed as much as she could with her naked eye, she turned her attention to the blood trails soaking the street. She pulled out the glass vial and uncapped it, pinching the bulb of the eyedropper to draw the alchemical oils into its tube. Setting her teeth, she placed a drop in her right eye as the detective watched her with a mixture of curiosity and disapproval. Bernie didn’t have to see his face to know what expression it held; she could feel the heaviness of his stare.

			It didn’t matter that she’d braced herself; she hissed anyway as the oil spread stinging across her eye. Blinking furiously, she waited for the pain to subside. When it did, she sighed shortly and turned her gaze to study the patterns of gore spiraling out from the bodies. In her peripheral vision, she noted three things: the coroners watching her with open impatience, the cleaners looking similarly irritated, and a sort of afterimage teasing the very edges of her sight, the kind only powerful magic could create and she could only see thanks to the miracles of applied alchemy.

			On the asphalt beneath her shoes, she read a very strange story; there was plenty of spatter, probably caused when the victims got all twisted up by whatever awful power held them, but the broad strokes crisscrossing the asphalt resembled drag marks. What had the strength to do such a thing, and with such speed and ferocity, Bernie could hardly guess. Judging from the tracks, they had started out on opposite sides of the street and ended in the middle together, arms tangled tightly around each other. But how? And why?

			Her Sighted eye lighted on the bodies once more, and Bernie winced. From them, she could see the oozing black touch of terrible magics and violence, a sure sign they had died in agony and whoever had worked this was channeling demonic forces.

			“Where do you want the light, miss?” Powell asked, the polite note in his voice strained.

			“I don’t need it, not for this part. Has anyone checked out these alleyways?” she asked, eying the wooden barricades erected to hem in the area. 

			“Yes.” Powell lowered the flashlight and switched it off. “They didn’t find anything.” 

			Without offering a response, Bernie started toward the scene’s periphery.

			The nearest alleyway contained the sorts of things neighborhood alleys typically held: trash cans, broken glass, an abandoned kickball, a broken bicycle, and piles of soggy, decaying cigarette butts. The air was close and rank, somehow wetter. Bernie could practically feel the curls of her hair, already sweating out from dancing earlier, tightening to coils in the heightened humidity. Her Sight showed her little; there was a small distortion in the air around a faint streak of blood on one wall, but there was nothing supernatural about it. It was merely the signature of a burst of emotion, a scuffle between neighborhood children a few days ago, Bernie thought, running her hand over the mark and feeling the rough brick underneath her fingertips. Nothing that would help her investigation.

			Detective Powell was speaking in a low voice with the coroners as Bernie exited the alley. None of them looked pleased, clearly impatient to button up the scene and put this disturbing episode behind them as quickly as possible. Bernie snorted to herself. As if this wouldn’t haunt all their dreams for weeks to come. She was about to step off the sidewalk and cross the street when a faint image in the cement caught her Sighted eye.

			Kneeling, she took a closer look. To her naked eye, the sidewalk looked like any other: gray, a little damp, pocked with blackened gobs of chewing gum and smeared in places with cigarette ash. Her Sighted eye picked out the ghost of tracery, a series of symbols drawn in chalk since washed away, their power anchored to the concrete walkway.

			“Detective!” Bernie called, waving a hand. “Bring your notebook!”

			He hurried over. “What’d you find?”

			She took the notebook and pencil he held out to her.

			“Something interesting,” she said, copying the symbols carefully onto the notebook page.

			“Isn’t that dangerous?” Powell eyed what she was writing with growing alarm.

			She tried not to roll her eyes. 

			Oh, sure! I left my dancing shoes at home, but I thought we’d hop on the street and do the Charleston of death together anyway, how about it?

			“No sir,” Bernie answered coolly, straightening as she finished. “A spell like this? It has to have some juice behind it to work.”

			She eyed the faint tracery before glancing across the street. Following a hunch, she crossed to the opposite sidewalk. Just as she’d thought, the phantom twin to the seal was scrawled there, drained of power and inactive just like the first, a ghostly fingerprint of power.

			Jackpot, she thought grimly, tearing the sheet out of the notebook. Something like this was bound to be more complicated than just these seals and some channeling, but it wasn’t a shabby start.

			 Still, she didn’t recognize the symbols, which was troubling. If the violence of the crime hadn’t made it disgustingly obvious, these further proved the caster who murdered these people was versed in magics far more powerful and obscure than the common magician.

			“I need a copy of that,” Detective Powell objected as she handed the notebook back.

			She arched an eyebrow at him. “This is black magic, sir. These symbols aren’t dangerous as they are now, but they aren’t exactly harmless, either. I can’t make a copy for you, and you know that.”

			Before he could protest, the shrill sound of tires squealing punctuated the air. Powell glanced over his shoulder as a pair of headlights appeared at the end of the street, growing larger. Cursing sharply, he snapped his notebook shut.

			“Are you done, miss?”

			“Yes.” She folded the paper in half and tucked it into her pocket, noting that another pair of headlights followed the first as a second vehicle sped toward the barricade. The press had arrived.

			Powell barked for the coroners to begin, then turned back to Bernie and motioned for her to follow him to the police car.

			“I’m going to need an official statement. Speak to Brown. He’s over there.”

			At the phrase “official statement,” Bernie’s stomach squeezed unpleasantly. She hated giving formal accounts. 

			Her knee-jerk reaction was to decline, as she’d done so many times in the past. But she pushed the urge down and headed with brisk steps toward where the detective had indicated. Her last evaluation had noted—several times, sometimes underlined—her failure to communicate with appropriate parties both within and without the Order. She’d been stuck inspecting shipments of incoming reagents for months as a result. She wasn’t a fool; this case was the first serious one she’d been given in months, and it was obviously a test.

			“It could be ritual in nature,” she explained reluctantly to the younger officer a few minutes later as they huddled between the dark, boxy bodies of two police cars. She had clasped her hands behind her back, adopting the pose she’d taken during her Order training’s oral examinations. “I suspect this is the work of a powerful practitioner, capable of channeling and commanding second-degree magics.” Bernie didn’t add that it could be a sorcerer, or that she wouldn’t even rule out the possibility it could be a full-fledged demon. She didn’t have enough evidence yet to be certain. More importantly, she didn’t want to cause a panic.

			Brown wrote her statement down in his notebook in a messy chicken scratch, his jaw tight as he tried to ignore the pops and flashes of press cameras and the barked questions of the journalists now starting to throng around the barricades.

			“Is there anything we can tell the community, ma’am? Story this gruesome, this splashy ain’t gonna stay buried.” He jerked a thumb toward the reporters wearily. “It’d be good if there was something we could tell people to make ‘em feel safer—even better if you could give us anything that would actually make them safer.”

			Bernie briefly considered the question. There were little trinkets that could deflect or mute the effects of lesser magics, sure. The crystal bracelet studded with blue nazars around her right wrist was such a thing. But something this dark, this potent? There was no catch-all charm that could turn aside anything of this magnitude. This magic was both powerful and specific; the only way to protect potential victims would require a solution that was similarly powerful and specific. 

			“We don’t have enough information yet, I’m afraid.” Seeing the clouds of frustration and disappointment gathering on his face, she added, “But holy symbols are always helpful, and regular attendance to religious services, too.”

			That was a bit of a fib; they weren’t always helpful. But neither were they harmful, and a little extra church, synagogue, or mosque never hurt anybody, or so Bernie reasoned. And most people found religious symbols, services, and communities comforting, so it was an answer that went down easy for most folks. Easy was useful in her line of work, where answers came slowly but the horror of the crimes she investigated was immediate.

			“I trust your department will share its findings with us?” she continued. “The photographs would be of particular use.”

			Brown finished his last note, tucked his pencil behind his ear, and sighed. “Of course, ma’am, we know the laws. So, you got all you can?”

			“Yes sir.”      

			It truly was the little hours of the morning, and Bernie had been dancing most of the night before this unfortunate mess. Exhaustion was creeping in, and even with the change of shoes, her feet were starting to ache. The Sight was beginning to fade, and her right eye felt sore and unfocused. She realized suddenly how very tired she was.

			The officer slumped against the fender of his car, sweeping off his hat and rubbing his eyes, relaxing some now that his task was over. He dropped his hand and took a deep breath before pausing and giving Bernie a second look.

			She recognized that look. Usually when she first showed up to a crime scene, the officers treated her with guarded professionalism, sometimes even respect. Knights of the Order of Joan were afforded that, even if they were all women. But the minute her business with law enforcement was concluded, a shift occurred. Officers, particularly the younger ones, would first give her a good once-over. Then they’d consider her, their chances with her, that kind of thing. Bernie was young, in her early twenties, reasonably attractive, and assumptions were made. Tonight, the officer’s gaze lingered on her short, beaded dress, the rounds of her knees peeking from beneath the hem, and her shapely calves below them. Bernie could see the calculations taking place behind his eyes as if she were watching a picture show at the cinema.

			He tucked the notebook away, smoothed his fashionable mustache casually, and gave her what he imagined was a surreptitious glance.

			“God, what a night,” he said, “what kinda city we live in now, huh? What kinda world?”

			Bernie hummed noncommittally. “I think I better be on my way, if I’m no longer needed.”

			“You need an escort? Pretty little lady like you out on the street this late, gangsters and magicians around, you might need some protection.”

			Bernie flashed him a toothy, less-than-friendly smile and patted the sword at her side.

			“That’s what this is for, thank you. Good night, officer.” 
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			The lounge of her boarding house was dead silent when Bernie entered. She slipped off her black Oxfords just inside the door, both to avoid tracking blood across the cold tile and to cut down on the noise she would make crossing it. Ms. Humphrey, the landlady of the ladies-only apartment building, knew she was a Joan, but that didn’t stop her from giving Bernie an earful anytime she caught her coming in at late hours. Consequently, Bernie had learned several strategies for avoiding detection.

			Unfortunately, tonight she couldn’t immediately dart for the staircase at the other end of the lobby and race up to her room, like she sorely wanted to. No, she had to check in with the Order, which meant using the telephone tucked into the corner opposite the staircase. It sat on a small table next to a padded chair for comfort and convenience. It looked very inviting, but that was a ruse; it was also along the same wall as Ms. Humphrey’s apartment door. Everyone knew the walls were thin, and Ms. Humphrey liked to eavesdrop on calls. Most of the tenants used the telephone at the corner pharmacy to make personal calls for that reason. But nowhere else convenient was open at this hour, so Bernie just had to accept it and brace herself for the possibility that she might have to endure one of Ms. Humphrey’s famous tirades.

			She tiptoed over to the phone and lifted it off the receiver, whispering to the switchboard operator who she intended to contact.

			The line connected and rang.

			“Order of Joan Headquarters, Chicago.”

			Bernie recognized the voice of Mrs. Edelstein, this week’s chosen night clerk.

			“Hello,” Bernie whispered, “this is Chandler.”

			“Hello?” Mrs. Edelstein repeated peevishly. “Speak up!”

			“This is Chandler,” she tried a little louder, wincing at the sound of her own voice, which sounded far too loud in the empty, tiled lounge.

			“Ah yes. What do you got, Bernie?”

			“Difficult to say,” she said, then gave a brief and hurried description of the crime scene. The muscles in her shoulders tightened in anticipation of Ms. Humphrey’s door creaking open at any moment. 

			“Sorry you had to leave that party, Bernie,” Mrs. Edelstein said with sympathy once she was through. “I know you were looking forward to it.”

			“Just rotten luck.” Bernie pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the tiredness gathering behind her eyes. “Report back tomorrow morning, right?”

			“I gotta note here from the Knight-Marshal. She called back after calling you.”

			Bernie felt the air leave her lungs before Mrs. Edelstein even read the message.

			Don’t say it. Don’t say it. 

			“She said if it was as grisly as it sounded in initial reports—and from your description it certainly was—she wants you to find Tino in the morning and have him give the scene a hard look.”

			Bernie leaned her head against the cool wall beside the cradle, screwing her eyes shut.

			“Is that all?” she whispered tightly.

			“Yes, Bernie.” Mrs. Edelstein paused before adding, “Everybody draws the short straw from time to time. We all have to take turns walking the dog.”

			All the remaining energy drained from Bernie as she let the wall prop her upright. Her limbs felt heavy, as if they were weighed down with sand. 

			“I know.”

			“Come in after you get his assessment. Get some sleep, Bernie.”

			The line disconnected. Bernie held onto the receiver for a few lingering moments, too tired to move.

			Despite the exhaustion washing over her in waves, as soon as she replaced the phone on its cradle and heard stirring inside Ms. Humphrey’s apartment, her heart stuttered into a mad dance. With speed she thought beyond her after such a long night, she sprinted across the lobby and up the first flight of stairs before the landlady could even open her door.
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			“Lula, you’re awake?”

			Bernie had been expecting to return to a darkened apartment and sleeping roommate. Instead, she found Lula sitting at their fold-down table in their tiny kitchenette, a cup of steaming tea clasped between her hands and a scarf wrapped around her dark brown hair, newly braided into a close bob.

			“Oh! Yeah, my church meeting went long,” Lula said, looking sheepish. “Did Miss Harpy hear you come in?”

			“Yes. I barely escaped the hag.” Bernie groaned in relief as she unbuckled the baldric from around her waist and settled her scabbarded sword in the nearby umbrella stand. While Bernie stripped and slipped into her dressing robe in the other room, Lula put a pot on the narrow two-burner stovetop, and soon the soothing smell of hot chamomile tea filled the cramped apartment. The scent melted the tension from Bernie’s shoulders. It always recalled comforting memories of her mother, of quiet evenings spent sipping cups of tea while her mother stroked her back and hummed lullabies.

			Massaging her neck as she emerged, she joined Lula at the table. Her roommate passed her a fresh cup and Bernie pressed her palms to the warm porcelain.

			“So, what was it this time?” asked Lula with interest. “A restless spirit? Rogue magician?”

			“Neither.” Bernie brought the cup to her lips and took a measured sip. The broken, bloodied bodies in the middle of the street sprang into her mind’s eye in frightful, crystallized detail. She shuddered as she placed her cup back on its mismatched saucer.

			Lula’s eyes went wide. “Don’t say it was a demon!”

			“No, no demon. At least, I don’t think it was a demon.” Bernie shook her head. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

			To her immense relief, Lula nodded sagely and dropped the subject. Instead, a shy but coy smile spread across her lips.

			“So, were there any promising prospects at the party?” 

			Bernie narrowed her eyes.

			“Aren’t you a dry gal? You sure you want to hear about my dancin’ and carryin’ on?”

			“You hush, Bernice Simona Chandler,” Lula said, lightly batting Bernie’s hand and rising, “I don’t go in for that sort of thing, but... well, since I can’t do it, I can live safely through your experiences, I suppose, so I don’t mind listening.”

			“Oh, I see,” Bernie laughed, “you’re saying you enjoy watching me roll in the muck of sin and riding headlong into the mouth of Hell while you keep your feet clean for Jesus, is that it?”

			Lula grabbed a cracker box from their shared pantry and returned. 

			“I suppose so.” She grinned and pushed the box across to Bernie. “Can you forgive me?”

			Taking a cracker, Bernie made a show of thinking about it. “Well, I suppose I must. It wouldn’t be very Christian of me if I didn’t, would it?”

			They stayed up for a time longer, chatting and laughing as Lula helped Bernie straighten and marcel her hair before bed. Even knowing she would have to face the horror of the night’s events anew in the morning, Bernie was content when she drifted off to sleep. 

			The feeling didn’t last. That night, for the first time in a long time, she dreamed about the fire. And when she woke, she could have sworn she tasted blood and ashes in her mouth.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Beneath a trap door and down a flight of stairs into a dark, loosely bricked tunnel, a man was drawing his last breaths.

			They were ragged, rattling things, pulled into his lungs through sticky ropes of spit, blood, and snot. His eyes were ugly and swollen, though not so swollen he couldn’t see those of his tormentor—two golden rings, glowing with demonic fire—fixed to him with awful intensity.

			“You just had to do it, didn’t ya,” the man—if he could call himself that anymore—stated coldly, wiping his hands with a handkerchief snatched from one of the lackeys behind him. “You had to smash up the place lookin’ for it. Couldn’t be discreet, like I asked.”

			“I—I took a lotta things,” the bloodied man slurred. His lips were rubbery and slick, cut on his own teeth. “It’ll look like a smash-n-grab, I swear!”

			The man with the glowing eyes snorted, unimpressed. Served him right for asking a two-bit magician to handle a job like this. It’d been simple enough, or so he thought. Obviously, he’d been wrong, overconfident in his reach and impatient for results.

			“Georgie,” he sighed, “I’ve looked through all that junk you brought back; it ain’t there. I asked for two things: a clean steal and the ring. You gave me neither.”

			“P-please, Tino, there’s plenty there, though!” Georgie blubbered. “You could make a f-fortune—”

			With a flush of rage, Tino darted forward until the tip of his sharp nose almost touched Georgie’s bulbous, mangled one, his teeth bared and eyes blazing brighter still.

			“I already have a fortune. What I want is freedom.”

			Just as suddenly as his anger had come, it vanished. He straightened his back and smoothed his shirt, his expression hard but placid.

			“You brought me nothing but trouble, Georgie, and not the kind I like.”

			“Boss!” A muted, disembodied voice emanated from a brass tube protruding from the tunnel wall, interrupting them. “There’s a Joanie here to see you!”

			Tino closed his eyes, cursing internally. Had they caught on so quickly? Years of work and preparation, of careful study and component-gathering, of keeping his head down and acting servile to the goddamned Council and their circle of simpering biddies; was it all wasted because of this fool?

			He stalked over to the wall and pulled out the scrap of cloth muting the tube.

			“I’ll be there,” he said shortly before shoving the wadded cloth back into the opening.

			“I-I’m s-s-sorry, Tino, I am,” the moron behind him pled. “Please, I’ll get outta your sight, I’ll do anything, I’ll leave the city, I’ll run—”

			Tino’s jaw clenched, and he turned to Georgie.

			“Don’t be a sap,” he snapped, drawing a Luger from its holster under his arm. “If I can’t leave, neither will you.”

			With fluid ease, Tino aimed and fired. Red mist sprayed from the back of Georgie’s skull and his body thumped to the ground.

			Ignoring the brief ringing in his ears, Tino holstered the gun and turned to the lackey standing behind his left shoulder. He had clapped his hands over his ears just in time but was still shaking his head from the earsplitting sound of gunfire in the narrow passage. Seeing Tino’s expectant stare, he quickly stepped forward and handed Tino his jacket. In the same exchange Tino tossed the blood-soaked handkerchief to him.

			“Clean it up,” Tino instructed, shrugging the jacket over his shoulders and fiddling with the cufflinks. Without looking back, he made his way down the buried corridor, up a short flight of stairs, and out a hidden door into his bungalow’s cellar.

			His cook was waiting for him. As he emerged, the cook fell in behind Tino and replaced the barrels and crates normally stacked against the false wall. Tino wasn’t worried about the two other men and the corpse beneath; the corridor led to another exit, one where many an illicit thing could be smuggled out innocuously, dead men included.

			Joey was waiting for him at the top of the cellar stair, his stocky silhouette outlined by the bright light pouring in from the kitchen.

			“The Joan?”     

			“In the sittin’ room. She don’t look pleased.”

			“Surprise, surprise,” Tino answered dryly, though he was less amused now by the idea of a Joan’s displeasure than he usually was. The Council gave Tino a pass on most of his criminal activities, but this was the kind of thing that would stick in their craw. If the Council had discovered his extracurriculars and sent a Joan to collect him, his options were limited.  

			“How do I look?” he asked, pausing before the kitchen door and smoothing his platinum-bleached hair.

			Joey glanced over him. “No blood.”

			Tino nodded. The shirt he’d been wearing earlier that morning was a lost cause, but he’d brought a clean change down with him. He’d been planning to let one of his boys handle the actual execution, but if Tino had learned anything, it was that life seldom went according to plan.

			“You want me to call Bunny and tell her you might be late?”

			Joey’s boss shrugged. “Tell her whatever you like. Hell, take my ticket and go with her if I’m not back by five.”

			Joey grinned. “You mean it?”

			Tino arched a dark brow. “Yeah, but buddy, don’t get your hopes up.”

			“Why?”

			“Because,” Tino said, placing the flat of his hand on the door and pushing it open, “she’s only into monsters.”

			He strode down the hall and turned into the sitting room, bracing himself to see one of the higher-ranking Joans, maybe even Councilwoman Affini herself. But when he laid eyes on who was sitting on the loveseat, legs crossed one over the other as she stared up at the landscape above his mantle, the tightness in his lips lessened. If this was who they had sent, the likelihood the Council knew of the dead magician’s mission was low.

			The tension slacked from his shoulders. With renewed confidence, Tino cleared his throat.

			“Bernie,” he said by way of greeting, pasting a business-like grin on his face, “to what do I owe the displeasure?”

			The Joanie turned to him, her expression taut.

			“It’s Knight Chandler to you,” she corrected shortly before adding, “I need you to come with me.”

			Tino laughed, sticking his hands in his pants pockets and rocking back on his heels.

			“You know, I’ve always enjoyed our little chats, Bernie. No need for pleasantries, no little niceties, just straight to the point. But this is my home, bought with my money, granting me all the rights therein, see? You can’t barge in here makin’ demands.”

			“The Council gives me the authority to conscript your services when necessary,” she stated coldly. “I’ve been asked to make use of you on one of our cases, so I am doing so.”

			“Yeah, sure, okay,” he conceded, “but that don’t mean you get to come in my house and drag me outta it whenever you please.”

			She rolled her eyes and clucked her tongue. “Should I have called ahead and checked your schedule? For everything else you are, you’re a ward of the Council, Tino, and I’ve got a murder to solve. What exactly do you need to do today that is more important than that?”

			“Just about anythin’, really,” Tino replied. Bernie scoffed in disgust. His grin widened. Most Joans were flat tires, reciting the same old tired lines over and over again when they came to pick him up, never deviating from script. It bored him. At least Bernie had some personality, even if it was a categorically unpleasant one.

			“Look, this is a Second Sight thing, right?” he asked, tapping an index finger to his temple, emphasizing his glowing golden eyes. When the line of her lips compressed but she didn’t answer, he continued, “Then whatever I need to see probably won’t disappear in the time it takes me to have a mid-morning cup of coffee.”

			“For the love of God, Tino,” she sneered, crossing her arms. “I know you hate having a Joan around.”

			“You know?” he said, eyebrows shooting up his forehead. “We’ve worked on—how many—three cases together? You think you know me so well?”

			“I know you’re a demon-dipped, bootlegging thug who doesn’t want any authorities poking around his business too long,” she snapped. “I don’t need to know much to know that. And after what happened to Dottie, I’d rather not spend more time than I need to around you.”

			The mention of the other Joan’s name echoed briefly in his head, answered by a distant peal of regret. But he quickly suppressed the sensation. Instead, he chuckled humorlessly.

			“I know full well the Order don’t give a shit about the booze, and you’re not a Fed. Now I’m gonna have my cup of coffee; you can have one or you can watch me have one.”

			Arms still crossed, she glared at him silently. He shrugged.

			“Suit yourself.”

			He called one of his household staff and ordered a pot to be made, then settled into the armchair opposite Bernie and picked up the morning paper, unfolding it in his lap. He hadn’t had time to read it earlier, what with the delivery of that failure of a magician and thief to the hidden corridor in the wee hours of the morning.

			The sting of the ring’s loss pricked Tino sharply. Now what was he going to do? If Councilwoman Affini was as shrewd as he knew her to be, she’d relocate it along with any other valuables the dolt hadn’t unwittingly pilfered and dumped in Tino’s lap. He had immediately spirited them away to a hiding place warded against scrying. Sitting on them for a while seemed like the best course of action; he’d give instruction to fence the pieces after his plan was carried to fruition and there was no longer any danger of it being traced back to him.

			Of course, the success of his endeavor hinged on the acquisition of the ring. Its continued absence meant he couldn’t forge ahead, couldn’t do anything really. It was the final missing piece, the most important element of the spell that would grant his freedom.

			Tino’s housemaid, Elizaveta, entered with the coffee service a few minutes later as Tino turned to the business section. She had just finished pouring Tino a cup when Bernie spoke up.

			“I think I actually would like some coffee, please.”

			Elizaveta nodded, passing Tino his cup before making one for Bernie. When asked for sugar or cream, Bernie refused both. Handing the cup to her employer’s guest, the housemaid retreated from the sitting room and went back to attend to her other chores.

			Tino paid no attention to Bernie as he continued his leisurely morning read. The agitation gathering in the muscles of his neck began to ease as he sipped from his cup and absorbed the daily news. He didn’t notice how Bernie was silently drinking cup after cup of coffee, rising frequently to pour herself more until there was nothing left in the pot. 

			He only noticed when she snatched his half-full cup from his grip.

			“What—” he started to say, glancing up from the crossword he’d begun, but he was too late. Speechless, he watched as she quickly tipped the cup back and drained the rest of its contents. Then she placed the empty cup on the table between the armchair and loveseat, right next to her own. She turned back to him.

			“So glad you’re finally done.” She withdrew a handkerchief from her coat pocket and dabbed primly at her lips. “Shall we?”
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			Bernie regretted drinking all that coffee almost as soon as she’d drained Tino’s cup. She felt jittery, her heart dancing a jig beneath her ribs, and of course her bladder began to complain at some point. But she’d forever treasure the memory of Tino’s frozen, stunned expression as she finished his cup and set it aside. When he still didn’t move, she’d plucked his hat off the hook beside the door and tossed it into his lap. That’d done the trick; he swore up a storm and made a big fuss, but he’d grabbed his summer jacket and tinted glasses and followed Bernie outside. 

			They nabbed a taxi at her insistence and squeezed into the backseat together. They rolled their windows down to relieve the cabin’s stuffiness and scooted to opposite ends of the bench seat, doing their best not to touch each other. Bernie’s scabbarded sword laid across her lap and protruded halfway across Tino’s; there was no helping it. He scowled at it every time the car hit a bump and it smacked his thigh.

			“We could’ve taken one of my cars,” he complained, leaning out of the window slightly to catch a cool breeze. 

			Bernie shook her head. “Remember last time? You drive like a maniac.”

			“A demon, you might even say.” He grinned and tipped the darkly tinted glasses down, flashing his glowing eyes at her. 

			She rolled her eyes, disgusted by his remark as much as his proximity to her. He looked like a depraved movie star, with his gaudy glasses and slicked-back platinum hair. Acted like one too, nothing but oozing arrogance. Everything about him was fake. She supposed she couldn’t begrudge him the tinted glasses, though. How else could he hide his preternaturally golden eyes in public?

			“Don’t flatter yourself, Tino, you’re just a demi.”

			Not that that was anything to sneeze at, and they both knew it. Demi-demons were extremely rare entities that were human and inhuman simultaneously. His status as a demi granted Tino a suite of unique capabilities that made him valuable to the Order, when he cooperated. 

			The way she understood it, all demies started out human before transforming somehow—but honestly, Bernie wasn’t terribly interested in the mechanics of it. She was a Joan, not part of the sister arm and research division of the Order, the Order of St. Catherine. Her job was to assess risks and pursue those who broke the laws set down by the Third Practytioners Council of 1504 and its subsequent appendices. As long as the “man” beside her toed the line, her interest in his past, lifestyle, and activities stopped there.

			The taxi approached a small crowd demonstrating alongside the street, men and women holding signs with crosses and chanting about the danger of sin and the threat of eternal damnation. His glasses still tipped forward, Tino leaned out the window and whistled, waving as the taxi trundled past. The group immediately started screaming and crossing themselves.

			“Stop baiting them,” Bernie snapped. “The last thing I want to do this morning is have to protect you from an angry mob.”

			“Ah, don’t worry, Bernie. They’d never catch me.” He settled back into his seat and drew out a gold, garnet-studded Cartier cigarette case and matching lighter from his pockets. “So, what’re we doin’ again? Somethin’ about murder?”

			Bernie turned to look out her open window. People bustled by on the sidewalks and the cars crawled along the road in the opposite direction. She wished she’d been called in on something more familiar, more manageable. Curse-breaking, perhaps, or chasing down practitioners trafficking in controlled spell ingredients. Hell, even an exorcism might be preferable at this point. Those were down-right blood-curdling, but at least there were clear ways of handling them.

			Instead, two people had been murdered last night, and she had no clear answers as to why they died or who had wanted them dead.

			“Double homicide. Like nothing I’ve ever seen,” she said at length.

			“Tragic,” Tino answered without a hint of remorse as he took a drag from his crimson-papered cigarette.

			Bernie felt her lip curl. “You were human once, right?”

			He shrugged, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “Yeah. Once upon a time.”

			“Well, you should try acting like it occasionally.”

			They spent the next fifteen minutes in silence, Tino smoking casually and Bernie doing her best to ignore the mounting dread in her breast until they reached the sleepy neighborhood where the crime had occurred the night before.

			Under the light of day, what had earlier been a horror show looked like nothing more than a residential street lined with townhouses, some better kept than others but none in disrepair. The street had been cleaned; traffic flowed freely, and if she hadn’t been there the night before, she would have never suspected an act of great evil had taken place only hours earlier.

			While the street looked clean and innocuous to her eyes, Tino paused as he stepped clear of the taxi.

			“Woah,” he said, a fresh cigarette bobbing between his lips. His eyebrows climbed as he surveyed the scene. “Well, you weren’t kiddin’.”

			“What do you see?” Bernie asked as Tino backed onto the sidewalk, his gaze pinned to the middle of the street. 

			He didn’t say anything. The cigarette stayed tucked in his mouth, burning down. 

			“Glee,” he answered finally, taking the cigarette between his fingers and flicking ash into the street, “and hunger. Double homicide you said? A man and lady?”

			Bernie nodded. 

			Tino lapsed into silence again, smoking as he surveyed the road.

			“Wasn’t done by a full-demon,” he said at length, “though if one saw this, it’d think it was a goddamn masterpiece, like some paintin’ by that Picasso egg. Whoever did it was channeling demonic power, though, that’s for sure.”

			“I smelled sulfur last night,” Bernie agreed. She was relieved to hear it wasn’t a true demon that wreaked such havoc. It’d been centuries since the last one was sighted, yet all the Order knew such creatures were capable of unthinkable destruction. They were wielders of first-degree magic and as such couldn’t be killed, only banished. Whenever the Archives mentioned Joans having to fight one, there were always dozens, if not hundreds, of casualties.

			Then again, if it wasn’t a demon that did this, it was a human—someone with a twisted, broken conscience and the power to do unspeakable things. Demons preyed on such people; if the person wasn’t already possessed, they could be soon. Though less dangerous than true demons, possessed humans were still one of the most challenging threats a Joan could face. And the prospect of hunting down a possessed dark magician? A cold chill went through Bernie at the thought.

			“There’s something else,” Bernie said, pushing that awful idea out of mind for a moment. 

			“Yeah, over there, right?” Tino pointed to a patch of sidewalk not far from where they stood. “There’s a line of energy anchored there, and another across the street.”

			He started for the seal, which was invisible to Bernie’s eyes now. She followed him as he navigated deftly through the other pedestrians. 

			When he stopped short, Bernie almost ran into his back. She stepped awkwardly around him, almost jostling into a mother and child passing to her left.

			Despite the dark tint of his glasses, Bernie saw his eyes glow brighter, bright enough to see the faint outline of his irises behind the lenses. That was not something she had seen them do before, and she wondered briefly what it meant.

			His expression was hard as he pulled on the fabric at his knees and knelt, the burned-down cigarette pinched between his lips once more.

			“Do you know what it says?”

			As he had since leaving the taxi, Tino took his time answering. 

			“It’s a trap.”

			“You can read it?”

			He glanced up and the harsh glow of his eyes faded until all she could see was her reflection in the dark glass.

			“Not all of it,” he sighed, pulling the smoking stub from his mouth, “it’s a mish-mash of shit. But if two people step directly on these seals at the same time,” he snapped his fingers in lieu of finishing the sentence.

			Bernie’s frown deepened. A trap? Why here? Why so public? The way Tino was describing it, there couldn’t be any intended target. It was meant to snare two random passersby.

			“The Kitties will be able to figure it out, I’m sure,” Tino continued as he stubbed out the smoldering butt on the cement, presumably in the middle of the seal. Bernie grimaced, almost telling him to call the women who worked in the Order of Catherine by their proper title—or at least Cathies, as they called them within the Order—but decided against it. Asking him to stop would probably just encourage him. He had a habit of seizing any opportunity to derail a consultation before making a swift exit, and she didn’t want to risk distracting him from the matter at hand.

			As it turned out, she needn’t have worried. Standing, he smoothed his clothes and exhaled heavily.

			“Well, that’s all I have.” He drew the gold cigarette case out once more and opened it as he began to walk away. “Got parties to attend, shows to catch, dolls to wine and dine.”

			Bernie hurried to intercept him. “Wait, that’s it?” 

			He stopped, lighting the cigarette before transferring his attention fully to her. “Yeah. That’s it. That’s all I got.”

			“You sure you don’t see anything else?”

			The neutral expression on his face soured into a scowl.

			“Yeah, I’m sure. Look, the top Joanies wanted me to take a peep and tell you what I thought right? Well I told you. My job’s done. It’s yours to do the investigatin’ and justice bringin’ or whatever. I have plans this evening, plans that involve drinkin’ and makin’ whoopie and all kinds of things more fun than this shit.”

			“You saw what they looked like right? The afterimage at least? Have you ever seen anything like it?” Her voice shook with anger as she planted her feet in front of him. “Can you really just walk away from that?”

			He snatched the cigarette out of his mouth and blew a gout of smoke to the side.

			“Whaddaya want me to do, cry you a river? No, seriously Bernie, what do you want? Do you really want me to pal around with you like I did with Dot?”

			Rage sparked under her skin, and her hand moved faster than her good sense. She slapped him across the face. The other people walking on the sidewalk around them shrank back, glancing over their shoulders as they hurried past.

			As Tino’s jaw clenched and unclenched, Bernie regained her composure.

			“She trusted you. I won’t make that mistake.” She glared at him. “You wanna know what I wanted? Some common decency from you.”

			She stepped around him and strode away. A moment later she heard him yell after her, “The world ain’t a decent place, Bernie. Get used to it!”

			As if she needed him to tell her that. Her heels clacked sharply on the cement as she marched on, flexing her stinging hand. As if she didn’t know a thing or two about the savage cruelty of life and death.

			Just like that, as though she had conjured it from memory, she glimpsed a face in the passing crowd that sent a cold current down her spine. Only from the corner of her eye, only for a moment, but her throat tightened, and her heart leaped in panic all the same. She stopped dead in her tracks, searching for it in the eddies of passersby. So many people, walking around her in either direction, slipping in and out of shops, crossing the street between waves of traffic. She released a shuddering breath. No, he wasn’t there. She had imagined it.

			Of course she had imagined it. The man she thought she’d seen was dead.

			She knew because she’d killed him.
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			September 1918. New Adwa, Missouri.

			“Good morning, Bernice.”

			Bernie turned from the window overlooking the garden toward the man who greeted her. It was a beautiful day; warm and sunny, perhaps one of the last warm and sunny days left before autumn truly took hold. Once this session was over, she resolved to ask an orderly to take her there. She liked the flowers, the riots of blossoms in all different colors, the peacefulness of the place. She didn’t mind there were weeds poking up through the clusters in the beds.

			“Good morning, Doctor Werner,” she said, smiling. He was a nice man, middle-aged, with blue eyes and a graying mustache. A few remaining strawberry-blond bristles hinted at its original color. 

			“Was your breakfast good?” he asked, indicating she should take a seat at the table in the middle of the room. She smiled a little to herself, amused by the way he spoke. The ‘d’ at the end of ‘good’ sounded crisp like a ‘t.’

			“Yes, very goot,” she answered, mimicking his accent as she slid into the chair. He chuckled and sat down opposite of her, placing his notebook and pen down as he did.

			“And how did you sleep? Still having trouble?”

			The smile slipped from Bernie’s face as the simple joy she had felt moments before vanished. “Yes.”

			Dr. Werner nodded, picking up his pen and opening his notebook. “That’s okay. You are in a new place; it will take time. It has only been a week.”

			Bernie nodded and stared at her clasped hands in her lap. 

			“Nurse Chandler said you were having bad dreams. Would you like to talk about them?”

			This time she shook her head. She could feel his gaze centered on her as she studiously refused to meet his eyes.

			“Ach, that’s okay. How about this: would you like to take a walk outside with me?”

			At that, Bernie’s head shot up. “Yes! I mean,” she sat straighter and adopted a more measured tone, “yes, please. I would like that.”

			The doctor smiled at her and rose, gesturing for her to lead the way.

			There were other patients in the garden wandering along the graveled pathways, each followed by a woman in a starched white uniform. A few nodded warmly as Bernie and the doctor passed. Nurse Chandler, a slim, thirty-something woman with acorn-brown skin and a white nurse’s veil covering her hair, winked at Bernie as she and an older man strolled past. They disappeared around a corner in the hedgerows, their words a retreating patter as they carried on with their pleasant conversation.  

			“It is a marvelous day, yes?” Dr. Werner said, looking up at the clear blue sky.

			Bernie hummed vaguely in agreement. She paused to watch a ladybug crawl along the thorny stem of a rose, only half-listening.

			“Do you like roses?”

			“Yes,” she said as she placed her finger in the ladybug’s path. Its small antennae probed her fingertip before it climbed onto her. “They were my sister’s favorite.”

			“What was your mother’s?”

			She held her hand level with her eyes and tracked the ladybug’s progress across her skin. “Jasmine.”

			“And your brother’s?”

			Bernie flinched, and she was glad she wasn’t facing Dr. Werner when she did.

			“He was too young to have a favorite. He loved them all.”

			“Ah,” he said. After a short pause, he asked, “Do you have a favorite?”

			She gave it brief thought. “Gardenias, I guess. If I had to pick.”

			From the corner of her eye, she could see Dr. Werner nod thoughtfully, as if her family’s favorite flowers mattered. She knew they didn’t, but she appreciated it anyway.

			They resumed walking in silence. The ladybug climbed to her shoulder before it eventually flew away, and Bernie entertained herself instead with searching another flower bed for bugs. A praying mantis provided a few minutes of handy distraction before she started to feel guilty for not talking more. Dr. Werner sat patiently on a nearby bench, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but she knew he must have other patients to see.

			“Do you believe in God?” she asked, finally joining him.

			Dr. Werner didn’t look surprised by the abrupt question. “I do. Do you?”

			Bernie plucked the shaggy yellow head of an invading dandelion in a nearby planter and twirled it between her fingers.

			“Yeah.”

			“Does it comfort you, believing? When you think of your parents, your brother and sister?”

			She took her time before answering, “I guess.”

			“Don’t you think they are in Heaven?”

			She shrugged. “Sure. Do you believe in angels?”

			At that, Dr. Werner paused and smoothed his mustache. “Well, I suppose they are a part of the Bible. So yes. What makes you ask these questions?”

			Bernie hesitated. She thought carefully about what she wanted to say next as she pulled petal after tiny petal from the dandelion head.

			She’d tried to tell Mr. Bello, the family friend that had taken her in immediately after her mother and sister died from influenza, about seeing the angel. He hadn’t understood. In fact, he’d been concerned. Angry, even, though she didn’t think it was at her. But the doctor next to her seemed nice. So did the nurses. And she wanted so badly to tell somebody. She wanted so badly to be believed.

			She gave him a quick, sidelong glance and shrugged again.

			“Because I’ve seen one.”

			There was a pause, and Bernie felt more than saw the doctor tense up beside her. 

			Bad idea, she thought, and her fingers pinched the dandelion’s stem harder, crushing it. Its pungent sap spread over her fingertips.

			“You would not be the first person I have met who has seen an angel,” he said after a beat. The tone of his voice was soothing, kind, and Bernie felt herself relax. “Many people say they see such things after tragedies happen.”

			“I didn’t see it after,” she said, resuming her plucking. “I saw it before.”

			“Before?” the doctor echoed. “Before your mother and sister died?”

			She nodded. “And before Daddy died in the war.”

			The doctor had placed his notebook on his lap when he had sat down on the bench. He didn’t open it, but he tapped it with his pen once, twice.

			“Memory can be a tricky thing.”

			“Mine isn’t,” Bernie insisted, tossing the dandelion aside and focusing instead on the oak tree that marked the boundary of the asylum’s garden. Beyond it stretched an open field of yellowing grass that swayed in the slightly crisp breeze beginning to blow. “I saw it a week before Mama died. My sister died two days after that. And with my dad, I saw it the night he died.”

			“Your father, was he not overseas?” Dr. Werner asked patiently. “How could you know exactly when he died?”

			“It was in the letter. Well, the date was. Not the time. But I knew he was dead before the letter came. He died trying to transport wounded men off the battlefield. You can ask Mister Bello. I told my mom the morning after, and she told Mister Bello when she saw him at the store later that day, even though she didn’t want to believe me. Then the letter came a few weeks later.”

			The notebook on his lap finally opened and Dr. Werner began to write. She didn’t read it, but she noticed his handwriting was neat and tidy.

			“I see. Do you mind if I take some notes?” When Bernie shook her head, he continued, “When you see the angel, what does it look like?”

			Goosebumps pimpled her skin when she recalled its terrible appearance. She wrapped her arms around herself.

			“It’s creepy,” she finally said. “Not like the angels in the illustrated Bible or the ones on stained-glass windows or postcards. It doesn’t look like a person at all.”

			The pen scratched across the page. “What makes you think it is an angel, then?”

			“It has wings.”

			“Birds have wings.”

			“It’s not a bird,” Bernie said, tossing the doctor a cross look. “It looks nothing like a bird. I’m not stupid.”

			He put his pen down. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he did sound apologetic. “I meant to ask: are the wings like bird wings?”

			She closed her eyes briefly before training them back on the border oak.

			“No. Not at all. And it doesn’t have just two wings. It has more. I—I don’t know how many more. But a lot.”

			Dr. Werner shifted beside her, taking up the pen again and tapping it against the page of his notebook.

			“Have you read the Bible much, Bernice?”

			She shrugged. Her family had attended church some Sundays, but they weren’t extremely religious, preferring to put their faith in science. They hadn’t read the Bible at home, though they’d had one—written in Ge’ez, of course, the liturgical language of Ethiopian Christian Orthodoxy and the ancestor of Amharic, Bernie’s mother tongue. When she was younger, she’d often fallen asleep on her rush mat by her mother during the service. The last few years they’d attended even less, and when they had, Bernie had spent Mass trying to keep her baby sister quiet during the readings and from crying during the singing. She knew very little about the Bible except the most common stories: Jonah and the whale, Joseph and the Pharaoh’s dream, Jesus raising Lazarus. Things like that, plus a few general facts about the saints. And that’s what she told Dr. Werner.

			Somewhere along her explanation, he started to write again.

			“Are you cold?” he asked when she was done.

			Bernie was still hugging herself. The breeze was cool, but nice. She said she was cold anyway. As much as she enjoyed sitting in the garden, she was ready to go back inside and do something else now, something fun. She could almost always find a nurse willing to play chess, often several. They seemed to like spending time with her. At thirteen, Bernie was the youngest patient in the asylum, and they doted on her accordingly. On the off chance none of them could find time for a game, a book from the asylum’s collection would keep Bernie good enough company.

			And maybe, she thought with a little grin, she could convince one of them to give her candy from their secret stash. If she was lucky.

			“Very well. Let’s go inside,” Dr. Werner said, standing. They threaded their way through the garden and entered through the solarium. Before she could run off, Dr. Werner stopped her.

			“The angel you see, do you see it often?”

			“No,” she said, glancing toward the corridor that led to the recreation room. There was a nurse’s station along the way, and she wondered who was on duty. That would determine whether she could wheedle any licorice from them today. “Only when something bad is about to happen.”

			“When something bad is going to happen to you?”

			“Mostly. But not always.”

			“I see. And do you see it in your dreams?”

			“Yeah, except for the first time.” She fidgeted impatiently. “May I be excused now, doctor? I need to use the restroom,” she lied.

			Dr. Werner studied her a moment longer. A vertical line formed between his eyebrows where they drew closer together. She could tell he would like to talk more, but while she was relieved he wasn’t upset like her mother and Mr. Bello had been, she didn’t want to push her luck. She was done sharing for the day. 

			He must have realized as much.

			“Yes,” he said, flashing her a close-mouthed smile. “You may go, Bernice.”

			“Thank you!” she chirped and darted away down the corridor. Before she turned the corner, she heard him rap the pen against his notebook again. 

			Once, twice, thrice.
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			May 1927. Chicago, Illinois.

			Bernie walked a while before boarding a streetcar. She might have walked longer, but the summer heat and humidity had come together to brew a storm, and clouds had boiled up quickly overhead. The first fat raindrops were falling as she ducked into the car.

			Soon the rain became torrential, and the streetcar scudded down the wet street, throwing sheets of dirty water onto the sidewalk as it trundled along toward Order Headquarters. Bernie went through her overcoat’s deep pockets, counting their contents, a nervous habit. Two fine chains—one silver, one with wooden links of ash, hawthorn, and holly, both about three feet long—were coiled and stored in separate pockets. One salt cellar, half-empty (she made a mental note to refill it) and a small pocket manual filled with useful passages from several holy texts rested in her inner breast pocket. The eyedropper and a nearly empty vial of Optical Oil, which she’d used last night to spot the seals, were in the left pocket with the silver chain, while the folded page detailing the seals’ symbology was tucked in her right. A tube of lipstick, a handful of bobby pins, a compact, her pocketbook, and a change purse were peppered in between the tools of her profession. Beneath the skirt of her day dress, the snub nose .38 sat holstered against her thigh, a reassuring weight against her skin.

			As she pinched the coins through the fabric of her embroidered change purse, she did her best to marshal her racing thoughts into some semblance of order. She needed to report last night’s findings to her commanding officer. The whole process of reporting daunted her—and she was already scattered and prickly from the morning’s events. She wished she could be left to her own devices, given time and space to write a report when she had more information, that her superiors would trust her skill and judgment. Didn’t her record speak for itself?

			She sighed heavily. It didn’t matter what she thought. Her superiors expected more from her. If they wanted her to report it personally, she would do just that.

			Bernie reflected briefly on Tino’s observations, pushing her anger aside as she looked at the facts. The Order of Catherine would have to verify his claim about the seals, but she didn’t doubt he was right. When he decided to cooperate with investigations, he frequently provided good insight, making it all the more frustrating when he was reticent. For all his shortcomings—and he had many—he was useful from time to time, even instrumental. But mostly he seemed like a liability to Bernie, especially after the incident two years prior, and she wasn’t the only one who thought so. The Council of Joan, however, saw fit to keep him on retainer and continued to allow him far more slack than most of their other wards. 

			She shook her head; she was getting off track. She turned her attention instead to her own experiences from the night before. As she took stock of her personal observations, the streetcar sailed on and the surrounding buildings changed character from businesses and storefronts to factories and warehouses.

			The Order of Joan’s Chicago Headquarters was situated in an old textile factory. A fire had burned out the guts of the building ten years prior. The Order, having long-since outgrown their previous location in Checagou, the oldest district in the city, had bought it and undertaken renovations. Generous patrons had padded out the hollow interior, and now the former manufactory was a strangely stately building in the middle of a brown and gray smear. Despite its less-than-picturesque environs, it was the finest headquarters for hundreds of miles, much to the envy of their sister Headquarters in Peoria, which was built around the same time but was decidedly drabber in appearance.

			Bernie gave the coin purse one last squeeze as her stop came into view. She tugged her coat closer, stepped off the streetcar, and dashed along the sidewalk and up the Order Headquarters’ slick steps.

			She was running a bit behind her intended schedule, but given all the coffee she’d consumed, she ducked into the bathroom before she did anything else.

			Knight-Marshal Adesuwa de Souza’s door was open when Bernie arrived at her office on the second floor a few minutes later. She’d almost gone to Souza’s (as her superior preferred to be called) old office, the one she had used before she was promoted from Knight-Matron the week before. Her predecessor had been reassigned to a new Order outpost in Comancheria, the vast province north of sickle-shaped Texas.

			 Souza stood, arms braced on her desk as she leaned over a stack of papers spread across its broad surface. Her white Order coat stood out in stark contrast with her dark skin, just as the pale scar did against her left cheek. Several strands of beads, the elekes of her Orishas, were visible, a sure sign she had pulled them from beneath her collar and been fiddling with them absently. Bernie recognized the look of intense concentration on Souza’s face and her stomach sank. She knew that expression. Souza would want answers, she needed them in her new position, and her demand would in no way match what Bernie could supply. Gathering her resolve, Bernie knocked on the door frame. The Knight-Marshal scarcely gave her a glance; her eyes were glued to the photographs she was surveying.

			“Chandler,” she said shortly, “come in. Shut the door, please.”

			Bernie did. She sat in the available chair and waited for the Knight-Marshal to speak again. Her rehearsed lines clamored in her head, one after the other, begging to be released, but she ground her teeth together and did her best to sit still.

			“Well, Chandler,” Knight-Marshal de Souza finally said, “this is a problem.”

			Well, obviously, Bernie almost said but bit her tongue in time. Magical nuisances, curses, possessions, those were their normal issues. Most murders were usually the result of killing curses or clumsily channeled demonic energies. This was something altogether different.

			“Yes ma’am, it is,” she said simply.

			Souza reached for a couple of typed pages next to the photographs and began to read from them.

			“Our victims were Phyllis Conway and Arthur Adams. She was 26, a florist, single, no children; he was 31, a store clerk, married, one baby. No relation to each other, at least not one the police have uncovered yet. What was your impression of the crime scene?”

			Bernie could have sighed in relief. Finally, they could get the talking part over with, and she could move forward with the rest of the investigation.

			“I arrived at the scene at 1:20 in the morning. The police had already secured the area. Using the Optical Oil, I detected the presence of a strong but dissipating magical aura, which, given the scale and nature of the violence inflicted, was expected. There was also a brief but powerful sulfurous odor. My initial thought is this is the work of a master practitioner of black magic or a highly experienced channeler, possibly someone who is both. The scene appeared chaotic at first glance, but further inspection suggests the opposite, that it is highly symbolic despite its messy, disorganized presentation. The—”

			“Were there any remnants of ritual components at the scene?”

			Bernie stuttered to a halt at the interruption, and her orderly train of thought derailed spectacularly.

			Souza stared at her expectantly.

			“I didn’t find any, no ma’am.”

			“You didn’t find any or there weren’t any?”

			“There were none in the immediate vicinity of the scene.”

			Now Souza frowned. “What about the periphery areas? Apartments with clear line-of-sight?”

			“The police should be working on inspecting the apartments. But if the tenants don’t want to invite them in, they can’t search without a warrant. As for the periphery, there was no tangible detritus, but—”

			The frown became a scowl. 

			“And now it’s raining buckets, and any evidence you might have missed has probably gone down the proverbial and literal drain.” 

			Bernie suppressed the instinct to squirm under the disapproving gaze of her commander. Instead, she quietly answered, “There was this.”

			She pulled the piece of notebook paper from her pocket and held it out to her Knight-Marshal.

			Souza took it and glanced at it, bemused.

			“A seal?”

			“Two, actually, both only visible to Second Sight,” Bernie explained quickly. “They were imprinted on the sidewalks on either side of the street.”

			“Do we know what lexicon this is? Looks like a mixture of—” She paused, squinting thoughtfully, “Sumerian and Norse runic symbology? But that isn’t all, either.”

			“Tino seemed to recognize some of it, or enough to speculate that the two seals acted like a trap. He thought that if two people stepped on the seal at exactly the same time... Well, you see what happened.”

			“I see.” Bernie didn’t miss the shadow of distaste that briefly crossed the Knight-Marshal’s face. “What other insights did Mister Morandi deign to share?”

			“Not much. Just that whoever had done it did it with ‘glee and hunger.’” 

			Souza nodded stiffly. “I’ll have the Cathies take a look at this.” Transferring her gaze back to the photographs, she continued, “You said this strikes you as highly symbolic. I agree, which makes this even more troubling. What do you think was the purpose of this?”

			Bernie hesitated. This was the part she hated most, making quick suppositions based on minimal information. She had her theories, of course, but sharing them so soon felt misleading.

			Still, it was what was clearly expected from her, so she answered at length.

			“If this was simply a black magic spell, such as a blood sacrifice of some kind, the symbolic presentation of the bodies would be important, but the object of such violence would be to achieve a result. It could be done anywhere. If it could be done anywhere, it would likely have been done in a private, carefully controlled environment. Somewhere the murders could be committed without the possibility of interruption and the remains wouldn’t be discovered for some time, or maybe ever if the killer had time to clean the scene.

			“But if the objective was to send a message, the killer would want their work to be seen and would choose accordingly.”

			“The murder was public, the remains positioned and left in a highly visible location.” Souza nodded as she followed along. “Alright. So, what do you see when you look at these?”

			She slid the photographs across the desk. The black-and-white images popped out of their frames and into Bernie’s mind, dragging their full-color counterparts to the fore of her memory. Her heart did an uncomfortable flip inside her chest; no doubt the pot of coffee she’d drunk wasn’t helping. Forcing air into her lungs, she considered the possibilities.

			“They’re wrapped around each other, embracing.” She flipped from the first image to the next, taken at a different angle. “Like... lovers. Bleeding into each other, inescapably bound.”

			“That’s a rather poetic way of putting it,” Souza commented sourly, though she didn’t disagree.

			“Brutal, but artistic,” Bernie mused. Then she closed her eyes and tossed the photographs back onto the desk with a hollow, humorless laugh. 

			“Like a Picasso,” she concluded.

			“Picasso, Chandler?”

			She shook her head bitterly. “Something Tino said.” She leaned forward, frowning as something occurred to her. “And there’s more. The two victims didn’t seem to know each other, right? If what Tino said is true, then this could have been a truly random crime. The—the outcome, the art of it was more important than the component parts. But that would mean this was an... impersonal murder?” She looked up at the Knight-Marshal. “Is that—is that something that happens?”

			Souza’s face darkened further. “Only in war. And there is no art to that.”

			Silence. Bernie wished she hadn’t spoken so freely. Knight-Marshal de Souza had been a Knight-Maiden during The Great War. While the United States entered the war only after the sinking of the Lusitania, the American Order had been called to arms by its mother Order in Europe at the outset. Souza had survived many battles, some noted in the history books, far more that weren’t.

			 Stirring from the brief recess in their conversation, Souza started gathering all the photos and papers into a manila folder. “This is an unusual crime, no doubt. I’ll have the Cathies scour the Archives for anything similar. It could take some time. Luckily, we may have somewhere better to start.”

			Bernie rose, hopeful. “A witness?”

			Souza tapped the folder sharply against her desktop. “No. A detective.”

			“A civilian?” The spark of hope was quickly dimming in Bernie’s heart.

			“Yes.” Souza gave her a grim, ironic grin. “He’s one of their ‘occult specialists,’ whatever that means to them. I can’t say I’ve been impressed with those of his title before. But he also claims to have information pertinent to this case, and that’s worth checking out. We’re going to speak with him downstairs.”

			“Interrogate him, you mean.” Bernie followed as Souza set a brisk pace down the corridor. 

			“Question,” she replied briskly, “we’re going to question him. Nothing so unfriendly as an interrogation. Not for our friends in the police department.”

			The Order and law enforcement had something of a stormy relationship. On the street level they tried to play nice, but relations were strained higher up the chain of command. It didn’t help that police departments had started hiring so-called occult specialists—all of them men—to their precincts in what The Council of the Order saw as a flagrant attempt to shut Joans out. Of course, these ‘specialists’ lacked the screening, training, and discipline of Joans as well as the breadth and depth of knowledge available in Order libraries. More often than not they were charlatans or petty magicians, graspers and grifters. Bernie wondered which one this detective would be.

			Souza didn’t add anything more as they continued toward the stairs, passing several other offices and rooms as they went. A lively discussion was taking place in the newly dubbed Buddhist Outreach room, where several inducted Joans and Catherines from Chinatown were transcribing customs, traditions, and rituals from community elders. Another Cathie was entering the Order library, a laboriously typed manuscript tucked under her arm, probably a copy of a far more ancient text. Mr. Vaughn, the middle-aged, balding translator of all things written in Archaic French, peered out of his small office expectantly, perhaps waiting for the other half of an afternoon appointment to arrive.

			The heels of their shoes clacked loudly as they took the stairs down into the lobby. When they emerged, they were greeted by the typical string of people seated along one side of the room waiting for the front clerk to call them forward. Several of them were there to report unusual, possibly magical activities. It was easy to spot them by their anxious expressions and curious glances around the lobby. Others were practitioners petitioning for access to certain texts from the Order Library or a consultation with a Catherine or one of the other experts working within The Order, such as Mr. Vaughn. They were usually a mixture of tired and eager; gaining access to Order resources required a series of exhaustive inquiries into their past, and those who were permitted to venture to the second floor had worked hard to do so.

			Bernie followed the Marshal as she strode down the line. While she suspected the corpulent, ruddy-cheeked man in a tired-looking overcoat of being the occultist they were looking for, Souza walked past him. Instead, she paused in front of a younger gentleman wearing a nondescript suit. He held a black fedora in his lap and his fingers were slowly working around the brim as he sat waiting. A nervous habit, perhaps.

			“Detective Donovan?”

			The man looked up at the Marshal and stood immediately.

			“Ma’am,” he inclined his head. Glancing at Bernie, he repeated the motion.

			“I’m Knight-Marshal de Souza, and this is Knight-Maiden Chandler. If you would follow us, please.”

			He nodded and fell into step behind Souza. Bernie followed as the Marshal led the detective toward a private interviewing room on the first floor.

			A curious shudder threaded abruptly up Bernie’s spine. There was something strange about the man in front of her. She had a hard time looking away from him, even though she was only watching his back. Perhaps he was a practitioner? No, somehow that didn’t seem quite right. He might have a powerful aura; she wouldn’t know unless she had Second Sight. Certainly she could feel a magnetism about him, though by all accounts he was rather unassuming. 

			Wariness slowed her steps. 

			“Knight Chandler?” Souza asked, impatient, her hand resting on the doorknob of their chosen room. Beside her, the detective regarded Bernie with mild curiosity.

			Bernie didn’t offer anything in her defense, just hastened her step. Souza waited by the door for the detective and Bernie to enter, then shut it behind the three of them.

			There was a wooden table and four chairs inside and nothing else. The detective hesitated, apparently considering pulling out the chairs for the two ladies. Instead, he stood behind his own and waited for Souza and Bernie to take their places before sitting.

			“I’m sorry if this all seems very unwelcoming,” the Marshal began, gesturing to the windowless, sparse room, “but the upper floors are not for visitors, and the lounge seemed hardly the place for this conversation.”

			“I understand.” The detective had a soft baritone voice, calm and measured like his gaze. He set his fedora on the tabletop before producing a folded file from his coat’s inner breast-pocket. 

			“Is this the case file you spoke to me about over the telephone?” Souza asked as he slid it onto the tabletop alongside his hat.

			“Yes, ma’am, it is.” 

			“And how did you hear about our investigation?”

			Donovan’s gray eyes sparked with a dry humor mirrored by the slight curl of his mouth.

			“News about cases this weird travels fast.”

			The Marshal grunted her agreement as she set their file down on the table beside her and reached for his.

			Before she could take it, Donovan laid his hand over its manila face, pinning it to the tabletop.

			“Did my chief speak with you this morning?”

			Souza’s lips narrowed.

			“Yes. I told him I thought your proposition was a bad idea.”

			He nodded shortly. “Maybe so. But you agreed to it?”

			“Let’s see if you have anything relevant first, shall we?”

			Bernie glanced between them. Obviously she was missing some context.

			It was Donovan who relented. As Souza flipped open his file, Donovan’s gaze flicked to The Order’s folder at her elbow before fixing on his hands folded in front of him.

			Bernie examined him from her seat while Souza studied the case file. Donovan didn’t look like much. He was of slender build and had milk-white skin that looked all the paler for his dark brown hair. There were a few hairline wrinkles forming at the corners of his eyes, suggesting he was a little older than she had first guessed, perhaps in his early thirties. His shoulders curled in, giving him a humble, if not slightly deflated, appearance. There were dark shadows under his eyes and a kind of ingrained exhaustion in his demeanor. Looking at him now, there was nothing particularly unsettling about him. 

			The only thing to dislike about him at present, she concluded, was that he was a police occultist of dubious talent.

			“Chandler,” Souza said, causing Bernie to start, “what do you make of these?” She passed her a series of photographs.

			They were of a room—a sitting room by the looks of it—with a couch, two chairs, a coffee table, and a sideboard with a radio resting on it. In the middle of the room, just at the base of the couch, was a corpse.

			In the closer shots, Bernie thought it might be a man. It was difficult to tell; the body was absolutely covered in cuts, patterned whorls on every visible inch of skin. He—and she realized he was a man as she looked at a picture taken from a different angle—was stripped to his waist.

			“Same penchant for blood,” Bernie said after examining all the photographs, “similar... artistic flair.”

			“But there isn’t a magical component.” Souza continued to flip between the pages of the report. “What makes you think the two are related, detective?”

			“There is an addendum, ma’am,” Donovan pointed out. “You may wish to read it.”

			She flipped to the last page. Halfway through it, the skeptical bend of her mouth hardened into an angry grimace.

			“What is the meaning of this? Why wasn’t this reported to us?”

			The detective’s tone was apologetic. “I’m not sure, ma’am. I was asked to visit the scene, and I gave my assessment. I assumed it would be passed along to your Order. The chief clearly thought my findings weren’t significant.”

			Inhaling and exhaling deliberately through her nose, she closed the file and laid it flat on the desk.

			“Would you describe to us in your own words what you found that day?”

			“Certainly, ma’am.” He drew himself up straighter in his seat. “As it says in the file, this occurred about three months ago. It was one of my first cases here in Chicago. I was called to the scene nearly a week after the crime occurred. Using a pendulum, I walked the apartment’s perimeter before reading each room. While the readings from the pendulum were relatively normal in most of the apartment, there was one spot in the sitting room that was particularly active, energy-wise. Naturally, it was the spot where the body was discovered. While I would have expected the pendulum to swing most actively directly over the floor, I got stronger readings the closer I held it to the ceiling. The pattern of its swing changed as well. As it says in my statement, I hypothesized there might be a magical element to the crime. I asked around; the lead detective and coroner said the evidence pointed to the victim being suspended prior to his death, but they found no ropes and little blood beneath the body. They believe he was murdered elsewhere and returned to his apartment.”

			“And what do you think?” prompted the Marshal. She was now observing Donovan closely, with cautious interest.

			Donovan licked his lips before replying. “I think the victim, Michael Jeffries, was magically suspended from his ceiling. I think his blood was drained and collected somehow. And since human blood is a powerful amplifier for black magics... suffice to say it was concerning to me at the time, and more disturbing now.”

			Souza turned to Bernie. “Chandler, your thoughts?”

			Bernie looked back at the photographs.

			“The artistic and alleged magical similarities aside, the two cases are very different.” Bernie frowned, trying to draw parallels between them. “This one is a single murder, committed in private. That could suggest a personal connection. The crime last night was a double-homicide, very public, and almost certainly random. And there was a lot of blood; none of it was collected.”

			“The lead detective questioned everyone in the nearby apartments and the victim’s closest personal connections; nothing stuck. I hope you’re right, though,” Donovan said grimly. “I hope there isn’t a connection. But when I heard about your case, this one jumped to mind. Given the disturbing nature of the murders last night, I thought you might want to look into any information that could be of use, even if it was an off-chance.”

			Souza considered his point. Bernie could practically see her weighing what he’d said against what little they knew. Her countenance shifted, and Bernie recognized the look. The Marshal had decided to humor him. 

			“Pendulums aren’t the most reliable tools,” Souza said, sliding their Order’s file toward Donovan with a decisive movement, “but they work in a pinch. If there’s a chance this crime could be related to ours, I want one of our people to look at this crime scene. And your chief and I will be having words.”

			The detective nodded, taking the file and opening it. 

			“He suspected you would,” he said, paging through the photographs. “Going over the apartment again could be an issue; before I left the scene, the landlord told me he was eager to rent the place out to a new tenant. But if you agree to a partnership, the chief has a warrant ready to go.”

			As he sifted through the file’s contents, the folded page of notebook paper fell free. His slender fingers pinched the edge as he picked it up off the table and opened it. As he looked at the symbols scrawled across it, his brow clouded.

			“What’s this?”

			“A possible lead,” Souza replied shortly, rising. “I want to settle things with your chief before we collaborate any further. Chandler, if you would keep our guest company until I return?”

			It wasn’t truly a question, and she didn’t wait for a reply. The Knight-Marshal took the police file with her as she left, leaving Bernie and the detective alone.

			Donovan glanced between the closed door and Bernie before refocusing on the paper in his hand. After a long minute it must have become clear to him that he wasn’t making any breakthroughs just staring at it. Looking cross, he slipped the page back into the file and started shuffling through the other photographs and documents.

			Bernie felt content to sit in silence and let him pore over the rest of the file’s contents. It was petty, true, but it was also mildly entertaining watching the so-called occultist try to put together a puzzle for which he lacked half the pieces. 

			A few minutes later he put it aside and rubbed his eyes.

			“Christ, I’m tired.” He dropped his hand and leveled his gaze at her, a wan half-smile curling his lips. “If I may ask, miss, how are you still upright? You responded to the homicides last night, right? You can’t have gotten much sleep.”

			“I drank a lot of coffee this morning,” she answered drily. 

			The detective nodded. “I could use a cup myself.”

			Bernie caught the subtle, implied request in his comment. Who did he think she was, his secretary?

			Her reply was curt and pointed. 

			“You’ll have to wait until the Marshal returns.”

			Donovan seemed taken aback by her brusque response. 

			Hesitantly, he asked, “Have I—have I offended you, Miss Chandler?”

			It wasn’t hard to hear that he was being sincere, and she instantly regretted her irritability.

			“No.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “No, I’m sorry, detective. It—it was a long night, and it’s been a long morning, too. We can get you some coffee after the Knight-Marshal returns.”

			“Am I really such an important person that I require my own armed guard?”

			Bernie reflexively touched her sword. She’d unfastened it from her baldric and leaned it against the table earlier. 

			“No,” she answered, indicating the file, “but that does. Its contents are sensitive, and you are unknown to us. I’m sure law enforcement feels the same way about securing their documents.”

			“I see.” He picked up the file and held it out to her. “I don’t need to look at it any longer, not until your boss returns with her verdict, anyway. You can hold onto it if it makes you feel more comfortable.”

			Bernie didn’t take it immediately but held the detective’s gaze for a few heartbeats instead. It was clear and steady, like a reflecting pool. 

			“Gee,” she said finally, reaching across and taking the file, “you must really want a cup of coffee, huh?”

			He chuckled wearily. “Ah, forget about that. I’ll just lean back and rest my eyes.”

			She held up a hand and shook her head. “We have a pot up at the front desk. I can bring you a cup—maybe I’ll even have another myself.”

			The detective smiled gratefully, and Bernie left to pour two cups, sword and folder safely in hand.
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			Tino kept himself together long enough to get home and retreat to his room. Once he closed the door, he let the tremors he’d been suppressing overtake him. Gasping for breath, he sank to the floor, screwing his eyes shut and balling his fists.

			It wasn’t Bernie’s slap to the face that concerned him; he’d barely felt it. It was seeing the seals on the sidewalks that shook him to his foundations. He knew all too well what they were and where they’d come from, and seeing them awakened a consuming panic that pierced through the detachment he normally felt for the world. 

			He had to get out of the city. Now. If there was even the slightest possibility he might run into one of them, he had to leave immediately. 

			The Council wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t lift his binding, wouldn’t believe him They certainly hadn’t when he’d first tried to describe the atrocities he’d witnessed to them, not after absorbing the other horrors of the Great War. And while they’d pledged to protect him anyway, they’d promptly turned around and trapped him.

			For the second time that day, uncharacteristic rage boiled up inside his chest, rage and something far more bitter.

			“No,” he growled between grit teeth, “get a grip, Tino.”

			The turbulence inside him subsided as he breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth. He focused on the sounds of his household: Elizaveta washing dishes in the kitchen, the cook putting a pot on the stove, cursing all the while, the soft ticking of timepieces on the walls.

			Once his breathing leveled, he picked himself off the floor and brushed his shirt and pants smooth. With deliberate calm, he crossed to his bed, pushed it aside with ease, and flipped up a corner of the rug to reveal a safe in the floor. 

			He had several such safes and lock boxes stocked with cash and forged documents hidden across his properties. Counting the money and inventorying the papers inside was reassuring; in this safe alone he had enough to catch a ship to the other side of the planet, where the long reach of the Order met its limits and they were even less likely to find him.

			Closing the safe and spinning the dial, he considered how to solve the same problem that had presented itself earlier that morning: how to get the ring out of Councilwoman Affini’s clutches and into his own hands. Without it, escape from the city was impossible. 

			     Before he could work out how to steal it, he’d have to know if it had been moved and where it was now located. 

			“Elizaveta!” he called down the stair, “have Joey get the car!”

			He had to see the scrier, and he was going packing heat, a wad of cash, and an extra pair of hands just to cover all the bases.
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