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         I was drifting through a woes-garden, my wings flapping idly as I darted among the twisted flowers, each the perfect symbol for the wreck of a dream, a moment, a summer hope, a life. Some dripped with clear dew like tears, some ran blood red, some were yellow and ominous growths running out of control. But none of these problems were mine, at least at the moment. The Fae Queen had given me leave, I had an afternoon to idle away and I meant to waste every minute of it.



But as I swung around a shiny glinting patch of thorns, a familiar scent came to me, lemongrass and rosemary, and it reminded me of that one human witch who called upon me, brewing her personal tea blend in her sigil-painted pot. She’d always had kind words for me and her tasks were simple. I dithered as I made up my mind, but idling isn’t as fun as chasing down a stray serpent or binding the snout of a guard dog, so I decided to accept the summons. I hadn’t heard from the dear old girl for something like… a year, was it? I didn’t know and cared somewhat less. Human time was too regular and mean, measured out in tiny dabs via their ticking geared contrivances, or rushing choked and reedy through hourglass waists.



I let the scent fill the air around me, and the warmth of steam filled my senses until I could let myself merge, and then I was in the teapot again, coiling with the flow. The red clay inside was unglazed and permanently stained with the brown hues of decades of tea making. The pot was mostly dark but streams of light flowed in from the neck and around the lid and these lit the bubbling water below me. I gathered myself, then flowed with the steam out the neck and into the light of day!



I swirled in the steam cloud over the pot, trying to orient or occident myself, and having precious little luck. The old witch’s cottage had been austere and neat, simple in construction and furnished with handcrafted items she’d made from the trees in back of her house. This… This was a bright little room, one window, with glowing squares in the ceiling. The furniture was painfully square and rigid, with neat and perfectly angled corners, and the wood grain didn’t seem to penetrate into the wood very far, as if it was painted on. Who would bother to press sawdust into wood shapes and then paint wood designs on it? But the metal knobs on the cabinets were made with beautiful precision, and the glass in the outside window was perfectly smooth and clear, nary a bubble or ripple. This was advanced craftsmanship or a precision in magick that I had not yet encountered. I was certain the witch I’d known had nothing to do with this; was I dealing with her descendant?



Speaking of whom… There was a sound of rushing, gurgling water and a young woman walked slowly into the room. I could see hints of the old witch’s lineage in the jut of her chin and shape of her nares, and I thickened the mist that constituted my body in this realm, preparing to make my introductions and wondering for what purpose she had summoned me. If she had constructed all this, it was not likely she’d need my help for a trifling task.



She came to the table where the teapot rested, yawned, and reached out to take the teapot from where it rested, atop a hot glowing spiral of metal instead of a proper fire. She made as if to pour a cup of tea without even glancing in my direction, and I gave a bit of a cough and made myself more manifest before her. Suddenly her eyes focussed upon me, and she blinked hard. “Oh my god!” she exclaimed, reaching out to touch me. Did she not know this sort of thing was forbidden by compact? I jerked back just in time to avoid her solecism.



“Seek not to lay hands upon me; such is forbidden by the Queen’s Grace--” As I spoke, she pulled forth a little oblong glass mirror… or so I thought until the glass surface suddenly displayed images upon it. I caught but a glimpse of this before she pointed the other side of it at me and a bright dazzling light shot from it! I wavered and cursed. “What witchery do you think to practice upon me?” 



“This is amazing! You talk, too! I can’t believe it! You’re so pretty and perfect like a little angel!” I rolled my eyes and started to explain the vast differences between the Fae and the Celestials when another flash left me squeezing my eyelids shut, wincing at the dancing motes! I gathered all my ire. “Heed me well, this needs to stop, or I--”



“Oh, god, is that too bright? Here, I’ll turn the flash off, would you pose with me?” She brought forth a silver rod  with a pink handle on it, pulled the end and it stretched into a wand. I was puzzled as to what manner of sorcery she intended until she placed her magic mirror in a clamp at the end, then swiveled around in her chair to place her head near mine as she held up the wand. In the magic mirror, I could now see my image and hers, glowing with unusual light...



“Have you forgotten all etiquette! You may neither capture my name nor my image!” I spoke some terrible words, most of which were impolite, and my visage became clear as air to the sight of her enchantment. The brazen little chit looked puzzled as I disappeared from her little mirror, and she poked and prodded at it, bringing up colorful runes on it as she tried to make me appear within it again. I gave a shudder and a thanks to Titania for my narrow escape.



“Odd’s bodkins!” I shouted, interrupting her fiddling.  “What manner of witch are you, that command such powers but have forgotten the respect due the Fae? I’ve half a mind to pull your nose out to a foot in length and grow a mushroom on the tip, and the Queen would back me!” Steam rose from my hair as she looked at me in astonishment. 



“A witch?” quoth she. “I’m not really a witch, I mean, I’ve joined Hands of Change and I’ve been to a dumbfeast or two, but I know Great Great Grandma had a reputation. This was her teapot and I found a box of her tea, I thought I would make a cup, I was going to try an ink scrying tonight…”



Too many questions were rising to my tongue and I wanted to bite it instead. “Not… really a witch,” I repeated, sinking down to settle on the teapot knob and folding up my wings. The old witch must be long gone, mortals were never very good at evading time for long. “You command a wand and a magic mirror, you brewed the lemongrass and rosemary tea in the proper teapot, you summon light without candles or glowmoss and everything around you shimmers with opulence, yet you are not a witch. Well, I am not of the Fae, but an ordinary damselfly, if I believe a word of that!”



“Magic mirror? You mean my phone?” She waved her glittering device, which uttered a very unbirdlike chirp. “This isn’t magic, I mean, real magic. Uhm. I can call people and take pictures and movies and share them? I can’t turn people into newts and stuff. Maybe a dog?” She touched the mirror again, and suddenly the image of her face took on a dog’s snout and ears, rendered very childishly. Her own face changed not at all.



Outwardly I was calm; inside, my soul roiled like the bubbles deep in the teawater. I sighed and pinched my nose as if I meant to use it as a handle to pull my head off. “If you please… show me what else your magic mirror can do…” I groaned.



Over the course of an hour, she displayed its wonders as the sun rose and climbed in the sky, beaming sunlight through the window in a square that crept slowly across the floor. It was well for my peace of mind that some things remained the same.



“So...” I said to sum up. “You can speak via clairvoyance with any of your acquaintances, sharing their sights and thoughts though they be on the other side of the world. You can speak with a familiar, or ‘personal assistant,’ who will answer any question you care to put to it. You may track the stars in the heavens, distract yourself with endless amusements, forecast the weather, perform intricate mathematical calculations, and the knowledge of the ancients is supposedly at your fingertips.”



She nodded.



“But you are not a witch, you say.” I gazed about me at the incense burners, the wall hangings with pentagrams and unicorns, the drums for the ritual circles, the animal skulls, and other suggestive paraphernalia.



She shook her head. “I’m a liberal arts major. I can’t speak with the dead or cure diseases. I can’t place a curse on people and expect it to actually inconvenience them. I can’t use magical potions to peer into alternate realities--well, uhm…” her eyes flicked to an intricately carved box kept near the incense. “Maybe I technically can, but it doesn’t do much good. I can’t ride a broom or subvert the natural laws of physics.”



I shook my head and spun around on the knob of the teapot. “In sooth, I do not think your Great Great Grandmother could do half of the things that you mentioned. I think you have both a limited and an exaggerated idea of what the properly instructed mind may accomplish with the use of the deeper magicks.” I came to a slow stop, engaged in lecture mode. “There is so much potential for action in the world, so many agents at work, that in truth you have immense power if you can only work by subtle influences. A gentle word here, a small bit of persuasion there, are most of what you require.”



“That’s just social engineering, isn’t it? Look, I’ve never even seen a-- a member of the Fae before tonight. I don’t think anyone else in my coven has really seen one either, though they sure talk a good game. I know this probably isn’t what you signed up for, and I don’t know what covenant you made with Great Great Grandma, but… is there any way you could sort of get me started?”



I pondered this. There was so much that this tender innocent didn’t know, and absent a conscientious teacher would never learn. I spied some of the ancient books on her shelf, but there was so much more that her ancestor had known from years of experience. “It is a good question, whether an investment of my time is likely to give you any meaningful assistance… Could you even, say, tell me the Latin name for mugwort?”



She sighed, spoke into her magic mirror, then read, “Mugwort is a common name for several species of aromatic flowering plants in the genus Artemisia…”



“That’s enough.” I’d worked with worse material in the past, and this mortal might wind up owing me enough favors to make it worth my while. They do not well understand what benefit the Fae may draw from their company, which was for the best in the long run. I was fairly confident that the Queen would approve. And should we gain greater understanding of this mortal magic mirror in the process, that could return stunning dividends.



“Very well,” I said. “We may give things a trial and see what sort of student you are. May I start by getting your name?”



“Oh!” She grinned eagerly. “I’m Maribeth. Maribeth Amling. And you are…?”



How trusting. “Pleased to meet you. You may call me Puck. It’s been a while…”
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         The gramophone towers up from the fallow field that used to be part of Old Man Whitaker's place, all reddish-brown dirt where I can remember shivering greens and golds and silvers when the wind would come whisking through the corn that used to grow here.



And when I say the gramophone towers, I mean it towers: the thing's two stories tall if it's an inch, twenty-five feet on a side, I reckon, and that's just the body of it. The horn stretches up what has to be another four whole stories, a huge burnished metal flower yawning maybe forty feet across at the opening and pointed at the perfect thunderhead floating on the afternoon breeze in the blue sky due west of us.



"Of course," Dr. Tamblin explains from the passenger seat beside me as I stare at this enormous old-fashioned record player and do my best not to steer my Silverado into the ditch, "we can aim the horn in whatever direction necessary." He digs a cell phone or something like it from an inner pocket of his white lab coat. "A separate app controls the crank, so in theory, the entire mechanism could be operated remotely from anywhere within range of a satellite signal."



I'm finding it harder and harder to keep my eyes on the dirt road the closer we get. I mean, it's one thing to look at blueprints and artist's renditions when you're sitting in your living room, but to see the actual gramophone standing there as big as a grain elevator?



Tamblin puffs a little breath through his nostrils, and I can almost hear it whistle between the gray bristles of his stiffly waxed mustache. "Since it's all still experimental, however, I'd much rather be nearby when we initially set the machine into motion. For all the simulations we've run, real-world conditions are always the proof of any concept."



"Real world," I mumble, pulling us up beside the south wall of the thing and shutting down the truck's engine. "I don't rightly see that phrase getting applied to this project."



It's more a "Hmmph!" than just a puff from Tamblin this time, and he goes on in a similarly peevish tone: "My work, Mr. Bass, is perhaps a bit on the cutting edge for some meteorologists, but I assure you, when this test project proves successful, the lives I save and the property damage I prevent will be as 'real world' as anyone could possibly wish!" He flops a hand around the passenger door for a moment till he finds the handle, flings the door open, and nearly tumbles from the cab out onto the ground.



Once again, I find the words 'buckets full of money' passing through my head the way they have multiple times since Dr. Tamblin first walked into my office at Dibble Municipal Bank of Oklahoma back in January looking to rent any undeveloped patch of open ground a mile square or larger. I'd just signed the papers with Tommy Whitaker the day before, taking over ownership of his late father's whole 650 acres west of town, and the more Tamblin went on and on about what sort of land he was looking for—flat and isolated but with fairly good roads—the more the old Whitaker place sounded like the best fit.



Now, I'll admit to just a smidge of blindness. Even with the recovery after the pandemic, the economy in south-central Oklahoma's never been sputtering, and finding someone willing to put up those buckets full of money I mentioned earlier on a parcel of property that wasn't going anywhere but into the filing cabinet with all the other land the bank had taken possession of recently, well, maybe my due diligence wasn't quite as 'due' as it could've been. His lab coat and the 'University of Oklahoma' logo on his business card helped, too: I've always been a sucker for those science specials on public TV...



So papers got signed and agreements got entered into before I got around to asking him what it was all about.



And by then, it was too late.



"No one understands!" the doctor wails as I clamber out from behind the wheel and plant my Diehard Oxfords in the dirt. "I'm revolutionizing meteorology here! Melding the present with the past and moving the whole ball of wax into the future! And I do mean 'ball of wax'!" He waved a frantic hand toward the top of the gramophone's box. "Do you have any idea how much wax was involved in pressing a properly sized disk of Fletcher Henderson and the Dixie Stompers' 1927 recording of the tune 'Cornfed'? Do you?"



"Haven't given the matter much thought," I say.



But he's spinning away with more hand waving. "Not that I actually used wax, of course," he goes on, "not when the mechanism and all its components will have to stand up to such extreme conditions. But my point remains the same!"



I can't help clearing my throat. "And what point exactly is that, doctor?" Now it's my turn to wave at the giant machine. "Other than the way you've somehow convinced yourself and a group of not-too-sane investors that 1920s jazz music can prevent tornadoes?"



He snaps a glare around at me. "That's a complete and grotesque mischaracterization of my project! I have no investors! This is all funded by the university in the name of science!"



Tongue firmly in cheek, I bow my head toward him. "Well, now, don't I just stand all kinds of corrected?"



Of course, I'd called the university after he'd left my office six months ago and been informed that, while he was indeed a nut, he was a tenured nut. So to keep him off campus and away from any potential students, they were happy to shell out the couple hundred thousand dollars a year he asked for to fund what the manager of the meteorology department referred to as "Dr. Tamblin's unique research." Which meant that having him spend the next half a year out here in Dibble working on his crazy project suited them all back in Norman right down to the ground.



Tamblin gives me a crisp nod. "Apology accepted, Mr. Bass." I've asked him a dozen times, but he never calls me Elgin. "Now, if I'm reading the reports correctly"—he taps his cell phone—"we should have a perfect opportunity to run a preliminary test of the equipment."



I've had an eye on that thunderhead ever since we left town fifteen minutes ago, but I haven't been at all worried about it. What little breeze there is is coming from the east and sending the cloud away from us. And even then, while it looks like it might hold a bit of a gullywasher, I don't see it spawning a tornado.



Still, after you've lived in this part of the world for as long as I have, you learn not to take anything for granted. "If you're really expecting a twister, doc," I say, "and this thing here's supposed to attract it—"



"Oh, tut, tut, Mr. Bass." Which really ought to tell you all you need to know about Dr. Tamblin: I mean, who says 'tut, tut' except Winnie-the-Pooh? "As this will merely be a preliminary test, a truck as large and solid as yours should be sufficient." He's tapping his cell phone again, but he glances away from it to give me as mild and unassuming a smile as I think I've ever seen. "That's why I asked you to accompany me, in fact. I haven't gotten to know very many people in Dibble, so your truck is the largest I currently have access to."



I think about pretending to be upset, but I'm absolutely sure Tamblin wouldn't get the joke. So instead, I just nod. "So what's the first step?"



"This." He looks past me and gives his phone one more poke.



The whine of flywheels spinning up whirs behind the wooden wall of the gramophone, and above us, the crank on the side shivers and begins moving. "Unfortunately," Tamblin is saying, "actually hand cranking an instrument this large is impractical. Flywheels, though, are a sufficiently old technology to appeal to the forces we're dealing with, I feel."



"Appeal?" I'm tempted to take several steps back from the machine as the crank stars picking up speed and the creaks and pops of giant internal springs being tightened start crackling though the afternoon silence. "That sounds like you're saying the storm's making choices."



"It is." Tamblin's head bobs back and forth between looking at the gramophone and looking at his phone. "Not the way you and I make choices, of course, but the vast, muddy field where chaos theory and quantum mechanics slop back and forth against each other creates certain variables that can be influenced by the correct sort of outside forces." He spares one quick glance at me. "Naturally amplified jazz music of the 1920s happens to be one of those forces."



To say that I've got more questions would be an understatement, but I just nod some more. He's going on about frequency modulation and angles of tonal response, but I've pretty much stopped listening. Engaging with crackpots has never been high on my list of things to do.



It's a nice day, at least, the breeze doing a fair job of stirring around the heat and humidity—south-central Oklahoma in July, after all. But it's the barest bit of a breeze, the air a sleepy sort of heavy, not sparking with that electrical weight it gets when it's building up to a real storm. That thunderhead's lazy and drifting off, I reckon, not looking to unleash anything except maybe as an afterthought.



I shake my head. Damn Tamblin. Now he's got me turning clouds into people...



Something clanks loud as a tow truck chain hitting asphalt, and I blink into the suddenly reformed silence. The crank's stopped turning.



"And now," Tamblin says, all breathless like someone narrating a film, "stage two." He very slowly and deliberately touches the face of his phone, and more gears or whatever they might be start revving up inside the gramophone.



Movement catches the top of my vision, and I lean my head back to see that the black arc of the giant record where it stick out a bit over the edge of the machine has started, the shiny shellac along the rim catching the sunlight. Something else moves at the base of the horn, and what I'd taken to be part of the support structure starts bending downward: the tone arm, I can now see, the thing longer than my truck and a good bit sleeker, the needle on the end of it more like a javelin than anything else.



"Gently now," Tamblin whispers, his phone clutched in both hands and his whole attention focused on the action up top. Slow and steady the tone arm drops, and the staticky crackle when it reaches the horizontal position makes me think of the first roll of thunder when a storm's on its way.



A second of that, maybe two, and then—



The music doesn't explode from the horn: that's too violent a word. It floods out, maybe, like a whole section of a dam's given way, and the water's just doing what it naturally does. It's a sweet, jumping melody, the kind of thing you'd hear in the background of an old cartoon or a black-and-white movie where everybody's wearing gowns and tuxedoes. But at the same time, it's huge, something I'm not just hearing with my ears but with my whole body. The air's moving with it, stirring my lungs when I suck in a breath, and even the ground seems to swing into the beat.



I reach for the truck to steady myself, and I swear it's pulsing with the rhythm, too. I look toward Dr. Tamblin to see if he looks alarmed or not, and he's still clutching his phone. But his attention's shifted, a huge smile on his face and pointed past the gramophone at the western sky.



I follow his gaze, and the thunderhead, it...it's like it's frozen in place even though the wind hasn't changed near as I can tell. And then?



Then the thunderhead turns. I'm not gonna say it faces us 'cause it doesn't really have a face, but I can't shake the impression that something up there's maybe woken up and wants to see what all the ruckus is about.



"Careful," I hear Tamblin mutter, barely audible under the all-encompassing sway of the music. "Let it come to us..."



As opposed to what? I want to shout, but the wind puffing into my face and flapping at the cuffs of my jeans makes me stop.



It's changed direction, wheeling around all of a sudden to come out of the west, to catch that thunderhead and send it—



Send it toward us.



It mounts up, gray and billowing up between us and the afternoon sun, its shadow covering us except for the beams streaming all gauzy around the edges. And then the wide, lumpy bottom of the cloud starts to swirl.



Quick as a thought, I'm back into the Silverado, slamming the door, my hands on the wheel, the music every bit as loud even inside. The swirly part of the cloud's stretching down now, a wavering tendril—



And something nearer, flapping white right in front of the truck, grabs my attention: Tamblin, the tail of his lab coat whipping around his knees.



"Damn it!" I shout, and I shove my way back out just as the tip of the tornado lashes down into the dirt at the western end of Old Man Whitaker's empty field. "Doc!"



"Thirty-eight more seconds!" he shouts.



I race up, ready to grab him and drag him into the cab, before the twister can blast across the half mile between us and it. Except—



And it's staying right where it touched down, the thin white stretch of it as straight up and down as a flagpole. Another second, and it starts to sway, starts to bend and fold and shuffle and shimmy—



Exactly in time with the music pouring out even above the whoosh of the wind. I'm standing there, one hand reaching for Tamblin's shoulder, the whole place maybe ten degrees cooler than it was just half a minute ago, and the tornado—



The tornado's dancing to Fletcher Henderson and the Dixie Stompers' 1927 recording of "Cornfed."



"Ten seconds!" Tamblin calls, and he counts the rest of them down till, exactly when he announces, "Zero!" the final note sounds. I stagger in place as if I'd been bracing myself against the force of the music as well as the force of the storm, but I can't look away from the tornado, its gyrations stopping, my mind racing.



Will it get mad now that the music's stopped? Rush the machine—and us—in a blind rage? Keep heading east till it smacks into Dibble?



About to take Tamblin by the shoulders and shake some answers out of him, I stay put when the tornado straightens up again. I catch my breath, but the long thin funnel of it leaps up, drawing itself right back into the cloud cover. The very tip of it flicks as it hits the lumpy grayness, and—



And the cloud starts breaking up, seams of blue crackling over the whole surface from the point where the tornado disappeared. The wind seems to give one last sigh, and the thunderhead just kind of tumbles into about a dozen separate pieces, all of them drifting off and away, the sunlight splashing across us and the field again.



A little beep pulls my attention down to Tamblin and his cell phone. "Preliminary test concluded quite promisingly." He taps several icons and glances up at the turntable, the tone arm just tucking back into place. "What we need, though, is a longer recording, one with perhaps a slower tempo..." Stroking his chin, he turns to face me. "Henderson's recording of 'Feelin' Good' from 1928 comes in at three-and-a-half minutes: I shall need to get back to the university and see about assembling another disk." He nods and starts back to the truck.



I stare at him, then at the gramophone, then at the perfectly clear afternoon above, and all I can think is: I'm gonna be telling this story either to a psychiatrist or a documentary film maker here pretty quick...



"Mr. Bass?" Tamblin's voice startles me around. He's pulled the Silverado's passenger door open and is blinking at me. "I have all the data we can expect to gather here today. Shall we be getting back to town?"



Not trusting myself to speak, I aim a jerky smile at him and head for the driver's seat.
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