
  
    [image: Unfair Magic]
  


  
    
      UNFAIR MAGIC

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BONNIE ELIZABETH

      

    

    
      MY BIG FAT ORANGE CAT PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Unfair Magic

        My Big Fat Orange Cat

        Mystery 2021

      

        

      
        Copyright  2021

        Bonnie Elizabeth Koenig

      

        

      
        Cover design by Get Covers

      

        

      
        My Big Fat Orange Cat Publishing

        MyBigFatOrangeCat.com

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission of the copyright owner.

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-953363-14-5 Trade Paperback

        978-1-953363-15-2 Large Print Hardback

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Murder marred my first time judging feline familiars at the local fair.

      It’s an honor to be considered for a judge position at the witch fair. It’s an even greater honor to be chosen. For someone as young as I am, relatively speaking, it’s almost unheard of. I’m not quite thirty and most of the judges had been on the fair circuit since I was a child. In fact, I watched my mom show in front of them in the casual feline class.

      Local witch, LaDona Edwards had judged all three feline familiar classes and two of the ordinary classes since before I was born. She’s a force of nature with long steel-gray hair that she keeps in a single braid that hangs down to her butt. She wears floral skirts with plenty of ruffles and still wears Birkenstocks with wool socks, though I have heard she uses spelled wool. She’s kind of an anomaly not only for this era, but in rural Central Kentucky, though I expect she wouldn’t raise an eyebrow someplace like Portland, Oregon.

      At any rate, when she came to see me at the anniversary celebration of the opening of my cat cafe, I thought she was just making nice. But apparently, one of the working feline class judges was having back surgery and wouldn’t be able to work at the local fair.

      Many of the judges travel around to the various witch fairs that happen between April and October. Not all of them can make all the fairs so they pick locals to sit in on certain categories. If LaDona decided she liked me this time, I’d be on the rolls and whenever there was an opening on the panel for the working feline class, my name would come up.

      Chances were, I’d never be able to leave and go to another fair, but just being part of the Waverton Fair was an honor I couldn’t pass up.

      Me, Jade Owlens, owner of Jade’s Café, which has its own familiar feline room in the back, just like an ordinary cat café. I suppose the fact that I worked so closely with my familiar Mason, a big old ginger and white bi-color who rules the room with a velvet paw, was a big reason I’d been picked. The other was probably because I was used to having to work with people. I’d heard that the people showing can be intense and demanding.

      Waverton’s fair happens in mid-October and it’s one of the latest witch fairs. I’m not sure how that happened. It’s not as if Kentucky has great weather into October, particularly in Waverton. We’re west of London, Kentucky and a bit south. The two-lane highway that takes you here wanders and curves through plenty of rolling hills. Because of that, we tend to be cooler than London or Lexington and summer is a popular time for people taking day trips to get out of the heat and humidity.

      It’s one reason I set the café up to appeal to ordinary people as well as witches. While most familiars, even those orphaned by the death of their witch, prefer to go to another witch, some like the idea of being part of an ordinary cat-loving home. They think of it as retirement.

      Waverton itself isn’t exactly an ordinary town any more than my cats are ordinary felines. We’re the familiar capital of the United States and we’re actually known around the world. We get quite the diverse set of witch tourists looking to do research at our specialty library or at the local university which caters to our specialization in familiars.

      The library, of course, has a look-away spell on it for when ordinary folks come to visit. I’m not sure what they see, but whatever it is, it’s far less interesting than the library is to a witch. Our fair is pretty much like that too. Ordinaries come in and see the ordinary tables and the familiars, which are all animals, and that’s about it. They don’t even consider going into the competition building due to spells. Anyone selling something in the fair booths that doesn’t have an ordinary counterpart typically spells their booths to keep non-witches from noticing them.

      The fair isn’t long, just Wednesday through Sunday. I think the first two days are mostly for judging the crafts and foods. My sister, Julia is talented with cloth and sewing and she always enters. This year she entered an apron that she spelled to help people cook more flavorful foods. She also entered a quilt spelled to enhance er… romance in the bedroom, if you get my drift.

      This meant that while I was bouncing around, excited by the whole fair idea, Julia was stressing out about winning. She works at a fabric store that also sells her crafted items. A win would get her a huge bonus because it would bring in more witches that would want to see her stuff and learn her spells.

      Wednesday didn’t require a lot from me as a judge. The working felines were showing on Saturday. It’s another reason this was such an honor. Working class is a big class and those judges are typically well-known. Casual classes were on Wednesday, which were the least interesting because just about anyone could enter.

      If there were less stressful competitions, casual classes were it, though I knew from when my mom entered, even that could be fraught. People take showing their familiars seriously.

      Wandering around the fair, looking at who was selling what, I paused by my friend Trinity’s table to chat with her. She worked at the specialty library and they always had a booth. This year it was towards the back of the big vendor building. The long, low building looked like a crappy warehouse from outside with metal sides and roof. It was so long that if I wore a Fitbit, which I don’t, I’d definitely get my steps in each day. I’d left Mason home because I was mostly enjoying the sights. He’d join me for the pre-judging meetings with the other two working class judges, and then for the actual judging. Familiars have a role as important as their witches.

      The library booth was next to the booth for the university and across from a couple of bookstore booths. The area smelled of old paper and the fresh sawdust that covered the dirt floor. I caught traces of burning from the chimney-shaped outdoor heaters that were spread around the space. Fans on the ceiling circulated the air. Given that there wasn’t really any insulation, it was probably good that the fair wasn’t earlier in the year. Far easier to heat than to try and cool it down.

      While the fair wasn’t all that busy yet, I noticed three or four people standing around the heaters, though it wasn’t terribly cold inside. I had on a plain black turtleneck under a light fleece and I was almost too warm.

      “Jade!” I turned to see Lyn Upton walking towards me.

      Lyn and I had gone to school together, from kindergarten onward. She was more into athletics than I was so we didn’t hang out the way I hung out with Trinity or even my other best friend, Natalie.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I heard you’re judging the working felines,” Lyn smiled, a little too big and a little too eagerly. “I guess Medina and I will see you in the ring.”

      I noted the casual jeans and the red fleece she wore over a blouse that had the name of her pet sitting business on it. If I remembered correctly, she had a little place to keep pets on-site but she also did home visits. Medina, her familiar, probably worked with the on-site pets.

      “I guess I will,” I said.

      “I don’t know if you remember Medina. She’s an Abyssinian. I got her before you opened the café, of course, or I’d have come in and visited there,” Lyn paused as if waiting for an acknowledgment. Her blonde hair, tied back in a ponytail shook a bit as she waited.

      I just smiled, not sure what to say.

      “I just adore her, of course. And she’s so good when I have skittish cats on-site. I’m sure you’re aware of how helpful that can be, what with your familiar, Mason. I’m sure you’ll find all sorts of things they have in common.”

      I smiled again and made a general sort of noise that I hoped was friendly. I had no idea what I was supposed to say.

      Lyn gave me another smile and then led into, “How is the café business going?”

      “Good,” I said, which was true enough. I did feel good about my business. I noticed that Lyn’s face looked a bit haggard and I wondered if married life hadn’t agreed with her. I’d heard she and her husband were trying for kids, but it had been several years and they still didn’t have any.

      A few other people were talking loudly about the fair and their own familiars. Someone was looking for calming kennels and loudly demanded to know where he could find them. I didn’t know so I didn’t respond, but Lyn did and was eager to be helpful.

      I took that moment to slip away from her, waving at Trinity, though I felt badly for just heading off. Still, the encounter with Lyn made me uncomfortable. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be my only uncomfortable encounter that day.

      A few minutes later, having left the first vendor building, I entered the craft building. I could admire my sister’s work there. This building was quieter, though it had the same metal walls and roof. No vendors sold items here and voices didn’t carry as far thanks to all the quilts hanging from the ceiling. It still smelled like sawdust but also like cloth with a stray hint of lily.

      From across the way, I heard one of the horses whinny. It made me want to giggle, so I knew that the horse familiar was particularly happy. Familiars come in all flavors, though I couldn’t imagine having one as large as a horse. They were popular, of course, this being Kentucky.

      I wandered through the quilts, looking at Julia’s competition. I reached out to a few of them to see what sorts of spells were woven into them. I got snatches of tingling from the spells, but my sensations didn’t actually tell what the spells did. I had to actually read the back of the little cards, something ordinaries would never think to do. Another spell, of course.

      I was alone in the aisle I was walking down. The quilt in front of me was particularly striking. Someone had created a repeating pattern of applique horses. The spell on it was to increase the bond with a familiar, which was an interesting choice. The browns and golds of the fabric the horses were cut from contrasted nicely with the border in greens and golds. All in all, the quilt was quite striking.

      A woman in a sweatshirt with an embroidered cat walked into the aisle from the other direction. She paused before the quilt while I was still admiring it, looking at the stitches, noting how finely done they were. Having a sister who quilts had taught me what to look for.

      My cat-loving companion crossed her arms like she was some sort of quilt judge. Her lips turned down in a frown, particularly when she read about the spell on the back.

      “I’m not sure a horse quilt would work with felines,” she said, turning to me, her head held so high she could almost look down her nose at me. It was too bad she was shorter than I was.

      She was a little older than me, too. She didn’t smile when she spoke. It was clear she didn’t like the quilt, although why she’d singled this one out to comment on, I didn’t know. Maybe just having someone standing there to listen to her was all it took.

      “The colors are nice, though,” I said.

      She sniffed a bit. I took a dislike to her, even though we should have had a bond given we were both cat lovers.

      She looked more closely at the lanyard I wore around my neck that had my name and the fact that I was a judge on it. This would get me into places ordinary fair visitors wouldn’t. It also meant I got a parking lot in the judge’s lot behind the competition building. It wasn’t a huge perk, but it was all gravel and if it started raining that would save my shoes.

      “You’re a judge?” the woman sounded incredulous.

      I nodded.

      “You look too young,” she said. It was the same sort of implied criticism that she’d made about the quilt. “I can’t believe LaDona would go for that.”

      I shrugged.

      “I guess you’ll see me in the ring,” she said. “My familiar and I enter working felines.” With that, she sniffed and strutted away.

      A group of people came down the row talking. I heard a few oohs and ahhs over a couple of the quilts. I bit my lip, wondering if rude people were part and parcel of being a judge even when I wasn’t in the ring. I hoped not. I wanted to be able to enjoy the fair and enjoy the honor of picking the finest working felines.

      Lyn had already ruined by exploration of the first building and now I’d lost interest in the crafts. Fortunately, as I was leaving I ran into one of my best friends, Natalie. While normally that would have been an upswing on a particularly miserable day, this time it was more than fortunate.
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      Dressed in blue jeans and a red and white sweater, Natalie looked like a model. With her hair pulled back in a neat clip, Natalie clearly looked as if this was planned, a much more put together look than Lyn’s slightly frayed and messy ponytail. Natalie couldn’t look frayed if she tried. Her long legs, fair hair, and pale skin make her look like a Nordic goddess… next to whom I looked like a mousy servant.

      My jeans never fit like hers, probably because my hips tend to be too wide. My hair is an ordinary brown though in the sun sometimes I get some reddish-gold highlights. Unfortunately, they never seem to last. Nor do I get much sun running an indoor business. I used to have them done in a salon when I got my hair cut but, lately, I’ve been hard-pressed to keep my hair trimmed into something resembling neatness.

      Having a business that’s going well and being honored as a judge was all well and good, but it did mean I was busy.

      Natalie works in the hotel her family owns on the edge of Waverton. Her parents were home for a change, which meant she had a bit of time off while her parents took over management. Usually, Natalie stayed in charge. She loves it. Because it’s an established business with more than a dozen employees, some of whom are shift managers, Natalie doesn’t have to work quite the long hours I do even when her parents are gone, which is often.

      At any rate, they were back for the fair and Natalie was able to take the afternoon off to wander around with me.

      “Trinity said you snuck out of the other building when someone accosted you about the judging,” Natalie said.

      We were standing near the main front doors. I’d been thinking I’d be safer looking at horses and had intended to head to the horse barn across the way. The smell of horses and cows and the manure that goes with the larger animals hit my nose as I stood there, but it wasn’t an unfamiliar stink. The hills surrounding Waverton were home to many farms.

      “It seems like everyone has something to say. Lyn Upton was being nice like she wanted me to remember her. The woman I met in here was just rude,” I said.

      Natalie shrugged. “I haven’t seen Julia’s entries yet,” she said, not caring that I felt harassed already.

      With Natalie around, I probably wouldn’t get so much unwelcome attention. With her striking looks, I tended to blend into the background. In high school, I had often felt a bit jealous, but in this case, I was just as pleased to let that happen.

      I followed Natalie as she walked past some of the glass cases holding the smaller craft items. Baby booties and scarves. I noted a few gloves and mittens as well. While they were all nice things and I noted the creative spells on the cards, I didn’t have the eye to decide which of these were nicer than another.

      Just beyond were the quilts, the large ones hanging from the ceiling. The baby quilts were under glass like the other small items. I wasn’t certain a baby quilt was small enough to walk away with, but I guess you never knew.

      There were three aisles of quilts and Natalie and I talked about which ones we particularly loved.

      “I do like that yellow and green sampler quilt,” Natalie said pointing to the one on the end.

      I noted that the quilter was still a teenager, which impressed me. I knew from Julia that the tiny stitches were finely done. The points of the triangles were sharp. All in all, it was a fine quilt. The spell was a calming one, which is common enough for blankets. I had a feeling that while the quilting was well done, the lack of creativity in the spells would grade the maker down.

      “I can’t believe Luanne Duncan,” a woman said from behind us. “She thinks she and that cat are going to take the overall working group. Like cats win working groups.”

      I glanced behind me. Both women were closer to my mother’s age than mine. One had very red hair but it was clearly not a natural red. Her red didn’t exist except in a bottle. The other was stocky and gray-haired. Both were in jeans.

      The red-haired woman who had been speaking was standing upright, hands clasped close to her sides, almost as if she was afraid her stomach would fall out of her loose shirt. The other woman stood slightly stooped and her face was pinched in. She looked worried.

      Seeing me looking at them, the red-haired woman gave me a smile and a wave. Maybe it was the red lanyard that identified me as a judge.

      “She won’t win all class. Dogs always do and your Kandy Karmen will place, I know it,” the stooped woman said.

      The red-haired woman shushed her. The older woman looked around, saw Natalie and me, and smiled.

      “Just dog talk, of course,” she said.

      I gave a tight smile and Natalie and I walked down the aisle the other way. I heard the two women whispering, but I had no idea what they were talking about.

      “See, they didn’t try to make nice to you,” Natalie said.

      “They have dogs,” I said. “I judge the working felines. I don’t get to judge the overall group. I don’t have the seniority.”

      Natalie shrugged. We continued down the next aisle. Julia’s quilt was displayed there and I paused in front of it. She’d done a close-up of two cats looking at a mouse. She’d used primarily batik fabrics to create the scene. The eyes of each cat seemed to shimmer in the light. She called it “Concentration” and the spell she’d used was to help someone concentrate, of course.

      “She’s really good,” Natalie said.

      I had to admit I thought it was one of the best quilts in the show. I might have been biased, though. The watercolor quilt across the aisle of an iris in a pond was equally eye-catching.

      “I love this quilt,” I said, looking back at Julia’s. “Of course, she used Mason for the cat with the greenish-gold eyes on the right. She matched fabrics up against him for probably fifteen minutes. Mason can’t imagine another quilt being better.”

      “Of course he can’t,” Natalie smiled. Natalie’s familiar, LaRue would no doubt have said the same thing. All cats had a certain level of pride in common.

      “I wish I could do that,” a familiar voice said, though I hadn’t ever heard the longing in it before. I looked back and there was Flori. Flori had come into my shop last summer. I hadn’t known it at the time, but she was under a spell to give her magic. Since then, she’d been living with a witch to learn how to use her talents.

      A short, stocky woman came up behind her, her eyes brilliant blue. “It is wonderful. But it takes practice.”

      Flori shrugged. Her thick dark hair that used to swirl messily about her shoulders, completely untamed, was now harnessed in a large gold barrette. “I tried using needlework to focus, but it was all so ugly.”

      “Practice,” the woman said again, smiling indulgently at Flori.

      Flori made a face and then met my eyes. I noted the slight widening as she recognized me.

      “You’re the café lady,” she said. Then she looked at my lanyard. “And a judge?”

      I nodded. “It’s good to see you here, Flori.”

      Flori laughed a little. “My parents let me go stay with a cousin they don’t have, but think they do. Apparently, they were tired of my shenanigans.”

      Flori’s comment would only make sense to a witch who knew her background. I inferred from it that the WBI had spelled her parents to believe they had a cousin so that Flori could go live with a witch trained in helping young witches learn to handle their powers.

      “Are you living in Waverton?” I asked. It was probably the best place for her. Having come into magic so late in life she was likely to make more mistakes than children who come more slowly into their magic and are raised to understand that they can’t show off what they are.

      “Just on the outskirts. I’m Nadine.” The older woman with Flori reached out her hand. I took it, feeling the strength in her shake.

      “Nadine used to have a daycare because she’s really good with kids but she decided it was too much work,” Flori said with barely enough time to take a breath. “We’re talking about maybe getting me a familiar soon because they can help me manage my magic. I told her I wanted a cat. I feel safe with cats.”

      “And you run the café,” Nadine smiled. “I thought an adult cat would be good for her, but I know that she didn’t exactly put her best foot forward. I’ve talked to a few breeders to see if they’re petting out any of their stock. A Maine Coon would be good. Solid and easy-going.”

      I’d worked with breeders enough to understand Nadine’s terminology of petting out, which meant sending an adult queen or stud to be adopted as a pet rather than a show cat or part of furthering the breeding line.

      “Or a Ragdoll,” Natalie said. “They’re easy, too.”

      “Calm,” Nadine said, “But not as sure and solid as a Maine Coon, I don’t think. If you get a cat with that sort of personality, let me know.”

      “I will,” I said. “And Flori is welcome to come and visit and see if she bonds with any cats there. I don’t think I currently have any felines that are that calm, but you never know.”

      Some familiars were better at absorbing excess magic and grounding it than others. Chances were, because she wasn’t used to having magic, Flori was bleeding it all over. I was glad she had someone like Nadine to take her in hand.

      “Nadine has goats,” Flori said. She giggled. “I never thought I’d like goats, but they’re fun.”

      I couldn’t exactly imagine Flori with a goat, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy them just for the animals they were.

      Nadine smiled at Natalie and me and led Flori off.

      “That was interesting,” Natalie said.

      I had to agree. Flori was much easier going, more like a young teenager than the entitled brat she’d been when she’d first come into my café. Of course, she’d been terrified then and didn’t even know enough to understand why.

      I was still musing on that when I heard a scream. Natalie and I barely glanced at each other before we both hurried out of the aisle to head further into the building. Unfortunately, between the quilts and the other cubical walls to showcase artwork, we couldn’t just look down the room to see where the scream had come from.

      Instead, we had to work our way back, looking down each aisle. I noticed a small crowd when we got to an aisle filled with photography. Lying in front of a black and white image of a horse and a dog touching noses, lay the critical woman I’d talked to just before I’d run into Natalie.

      Her eyes bulged and her mouth was open, her tongue thick. Someone was trying to pull off a scarf that had wrapped itself around her neck. It looked similar to scarves that I’d seen earlier in the judging cases. Nothing had been missing when Natalie and I walked by, though.

      I felt an icy tingle running up my arms and I knew there was negative magic attached. Natalie already had her phone and was calling the Witch’s Bureau of Investigation. We were going to need someone to untangle the magic and hopefully save the woman on the floor, though I had a feeling it was already too late for her.
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      From the looks of the woman, I guessed someone had strangled her. With the feel of dark magic, I wondered if it came from the scarf. She hadn’t been wearing it when I saw her earlier. I backed up a bit, the scene making my stomach feel a bit funny.

      I listened vaguely to the conversations around me, all of them shocked. The usual comments of having just seen her or talked to her. I realized that had been my first thought, too.

      “Do you know her?” Natalie whispered.

      I shook my head. “I saw her in the aisle by the horse quilt. She didn’t like it much.” Maybe the person who made the horse quilt had overhead and hadn’t like the comments? Of course, that seemed like a lot to go through for someone like that.

      A woman with short blonde hair streaked with green turned and looked at me. She was older than I thought, though she wasn’t old. Her heavy arms and the lines around her eyes suggested she was at least forty. I’d have placed her at about twenty when I first noticed her. The jeans she wore were low around her hips and the bright lime long-sleeved Henley t-shirt both made her seem younger.

      “Really? You’re a judge,” the blonde said.

      “I haven’t judged anything yet,” I said. “I talked to her a bit in another quilt aisle, though.” Just in case this person decided to be a busy body and insist I said I had never seen the woman, when in fact I just didn’t know who she was.

      “Yeah, but she was favored to win the working feline class,” Blondie said. She looked at me up and down, daring me to deny that.

      I knew that every year there were favorites to win. From what I understood the favorites were those who worked hard with their familiars. I couldn’t fault that. But when LaDona had come to me to ask me to be a judge, I had worked to not pay attention to who people liked. I didn’t want to let that influence my decisions in the ring.

      “As a judge, I’ve worked to avoid that sort of conversation,” I said, hoping that would keep Blondie from making judgments.

      The woman gave a hmmph and turned away as if she didn’t believe me. It was true, though.

      Natalie touch my shoulder and pulled me back deeper into the crowd. “Don’t let her get to you. She’s right, though. I think the dead woman was entered in the working feline class. She was talking to one of the desk people when I was on last night. She and her cat are animal communicators for ordinaries.”

      Interesting use of the powers and probably slightly unethical. However, if she let it be known and the WBI hadn’t investigated and charged her, far be it from me to decide she was in the wrong.

      “She was in the aisle with me just before I ran into you. She was the woman who was so critical of the horse quilt. You don’t suppose someone got angry about that, do you?” I asked. As I said it aloud, I realized how foolish that sounded. I mean, even if some random person disliked the quilt, it wouldn’t make a difference. Craft judges didn’t have special badges, but she didn’t talk like someone who knew about crafts, just what she liked and didn’t like.

      My sister would have gone on about the stitching and the quality of the materials and creativity before criticizing it for perhaps being too familiar specific for the spell the creator had put on it.

      Of course, if the dead woman was that critical about everything, maybe she’d said the wrong thing to the wrong person.

      “Really?” Natalie asked. “Who would get that angry about someone making critical comments to a random stranger? It’s not like you’re a craft judge.”

      I nodded. “She did seem like nothing made her very happy. Maybe she said the wrong thing to the wrong person. I mean, if I had made that quilt, maybe I’d get mad that she didn’t see all the work I put into it.”

      Natalie made a face and shook her head. “Enough to kill someone?”

      I shrugged. I doubted I’d kill someone for any reason, other than to save my life, but someone else might feel differently.

      The WBI arrived before I could say anything more, pushing people aside so I knocked into a tiny dark-haired woman behind me nearly knocking her over. The whispers quieted.

      The feel of dark magic still tingled along my arms. A WBI agent took a long sniff and then made some hand movements. The tingling in my arms calmed. A spell to clear the negativity. Another agent pulled the scarf off the dead woman and another began a spell, perhaps to see if they could pick up echoes of what had happened.

      I stepped back, both because I wanted to and because the crowd that had gathered was being pushed back by the WBI. Tom Alsez was one of the local officers working on crowd control. Tom and my sister were dating and it seemed like they might be fairly serious. He’s a good guy and I was glad to see him there. I noted the way he looked at everyone in the crowd. He’d put a memory spell on to remember who he noticed in the crowd.

      The scarf had to be the instrument of death. I remembered someone kneeling beside the woman trying to pull the scarf off but having a difficult time. Originally, I had thought they were just rather panicked but thinking back, the spell must have prevented them from removing it.

      Most people don’t carry around scarves infused with negative magic. It takes power to use magic that way. I mean anyone can do small negative spells and kids learn a few of them when they’re growing up. It’s one thing that makes someone like Flori so dangerous. She hadn’t learned the consequences of negative spells.

      A common kid spell considered negative allowed the witch to poke someone from afar. It was more annoying than evil. But because the intent was to cause irritation or harm, witches considered the spell negative. Any spell meant to cause harm typically drained the user of energy faster.

      That meant that a student using the spell to poke another student a few times would probably have a hard time staying awake by the end of the day. Usually, the school figured out who had been casting the spell by who couldn’t keep their eyes open. Unless, of course, the caster had gotten smart enough to cast it towards the end of the school day anyway.

      Last period tended to be a bit wilder when it came to spells. All kids tended to pick up on how to avoid getting caught pretty quickly.

      But even then we learned that it wasn’t always easy to avoid notice. Witch parents took notice of unusual sleepiness. Not everyone felt negative magic like I did, but other people smelled it. Some witches could even see it.

      I glanced around at the people in the group, wondering if anyone looked particularly tired. However, everyone appeared to be wide awake. Of course, most of us were having an adrenaline rush from finding someone who’d just been strangled.

      Medics rushed in, pushing us in another direction. Natalie took my hand and started pulling me away from the crowd. More people had arrived, probably attracted to the commotion. Bodies pressed against me squishing me between Natalie and a woman wearing too much floral perfume.

      “Do you think she’ll be okay?” I whispered to Nat as we slipped towards the far door. A few people were coming in, but they were mostly hoping to look through the building, not to see what was happening. Of course, people being people, several headed towards the crowd, wanting to find out what was going on. Others avoided the crowd, turning and heading the other way.

      “Would you be okay looking like that?” Natalie asked, glancing at me. “I mean, her tongue was thick and she looked sort of blue. I can’t imagine that she wasn’t dead.”

      “But the medics…” I started.

      “They have to call. Have to try,” Natalie reminded me. “But maybe she wasn’t quite dead and immediate attention will help, but I don’t think so. Not the way the magic smelled.”

      Natalie only smelled particularly strong magic, which meant this was a major spell.

      “Do you think someone made that scarf for her on purpose?” I asked. “I wonder who gave it to her. She didn’t have it when I talked to her and that was just before you arrived.”

      “Maybe fifteen minutes, then,” Natalie said. “You’ll need to tell Tom. I saw him working the crowd. He’ll be coming around to question us because we were there.”

      I nodded, drawing in a few deep breaths.

      “Or you can just tell me,” a red-haired woman said. Her face was all angles and sharp edges, her eyes hawk-like. Her auburn hair, clearly natural, or colored to look as natural as possible, was her best feature. She was dressed in a black pantsuit and wore a WBI badge that said her name was Lina and nothing else. That was more information than the WBI normally gave out.
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