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Chapter 1


          

          
            A Witch Always Protects Their Magic Fair

          

        

      

    

    
      The witch who wins the Fair Crown is responsible for nurturing the Fair daemon against all outside magical influence, until they sing the Tapestry for the following year’s Fair.

      
        
        The Witches Guide, Sixth Edition

      

      

      

      “Who’s that?” Kirsten stopped suddenly from her backwards walk, but not soon enough to keep the heavy wooden panel they were carrying as part of the Bright Star Magic Fair setup from ramming into Yesenia’s gut.

      She yelped. “Hey! Watch out!” She nearly dropped her end of the panel.

      Mother of Magic, no!

      Yesenia kept the end from hitting the ground. The contact would erase the preprogrammed magic that would activate once the panel was joined with its kin.

      Once Yesenia was certain of her grip, she glared at the blonde at the other end.

      “Kirsten, damn it, you’re going to screw up my hands if you do this again!”

      “Doesn’t the Witches Guide always say that your voice is more important than your hands at the Fair?” Kirsten kept her voice light, but concern tightened her face. “I’m sorry, Yeni.”

      “Another whack like that in the gut will muck up my Tapestry Sing. Then where will we be?” Yesenia frowned at Kirsten. “And voice alone doesn’t get the setup done.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, but—” Kirsten jerked her head at something behind Yesenia. “See who Rosalee’s talking to. Just look.”

      Yesenia turned her head. She gasped and fumbled her end of the panel. It slipped from her fingers and fell to the ground, but she paid no attention.

      Rosalee Hinds, the Style Revue and sewing spell competition superintendent for the Bright Star Magic Fair, was talking to a lanky stranger.

      A stranger.

      In the Style Revue setup tent, where Rosalee was the only non-magical Typical person allowed to be present. Definitely no outside witches were permitted inside the Fair during setup, so what was going on?

      The Bright Star Fair daemon under Yesenia’s custody stirred irritably as Yesenia felt the hot, pulsating, iron of the other’s alien magic. It strained against the confines placed on it by Yesenia’s personal daemon. It had willingly submitted to those restraints when Yesenia had won the Fair Crown last year, giving her the right to be the Tapestry Singer this year.

      However, now it was just so close to the new Tapestry’s birth. That made the Fair daemon, normally compliant the rest of the year, irritable and reactive to any sort of outside magic.

      “Who’s that witch?” Kirsten continued. “She’s strong. I feel the power radiating off of her. My daemon recognizes her but it can’t give me her name. What about yours?”

      Yesenia raised her hand. “Quiet, Kay.” She evoked Command in her voice, using the power given to her by the custody of the Bright Star Fair daemon to silence her friend.

      Bad enough that Bright Star stirred prematurely, during setup, but that stranger’s presence disturbed both it and her personal daemon! She had to settle them before their mutual agitation roiled the daemons belonging to the other witches in the tent. Then there would be havoc and the Fair might fail of its purpose⁠—

      She switched her attention from that stranger and concentrated on her daemon.

      Copper. Copper, she thought to it, feeding her daemon more power to keep Bright Star restrained. Copper, not iron, she projected to the Fair daemon.

      The Bright Star daemon stirred sullenly. Iron burns.

      Yesenia exhaled. Iron will not touch you or your child. She visualized copper-shaded arms wrapping around the gravid, snake-like daemon, refocusing the daemon on the Tapestry it brooded. Have faith. Iron will not touch you or your child.

      The Bright Star Fair daemon curled around the swelling partway down its length, but its golden eyes flickered, alert, prepared to guard its offspring. It rested its head on its coils and its eyes remained open.

      Not a good thing, not at all. A bad omen that the Fair daemon stirred before setup was finished, for both the Fair and for Yesenia. She had to do something, and soon, before magic twisted backwards.

      “What’s going on?” Tobias shouted from the band stage, an anxious tone in his deep bass voice, stroking his gray-streaked brown beard nervously. “Who’s using magic?”

      “We have an outsider present!” Yesenia yelled. “Everyone. Shelter your daemons. The Fair daemon stirs but is resting. I will take care of it.”

      She left Kirsten to hold the panel upright as she marched toward Rosalee. Even though Rosalee wasn’t a witch, she had been around enough witches and magic to know better! Was she trying to sabotage the Fair or what?

      At least Rosalee’s intricately carved, protection-spell-laden cane glowed in blues and greens. It spoke of proximity to a powerful young magician, but didn’t burn in the bright orange warning of an immediate threat.

      But this was still a witch that Kirsten’s daemon knew. From where?

      This magician wasn’t forgettable, for certain. Her dark brown skin shimmered with authoritative protection spells gyring over it. Black braids vibrated with the aura of a heated iron bar. One small but muscular hand moved with an economical grace to emphasize what she was saying to Rosalee, while the other held the hanger of a long dress bag that dangled over her shoulder, the glow of a magical containment radiating off of it.

      Oh, that magic tasted familiar, so familiar. Yesenia also recognized it as she approached Rosalee and the stranger.

      So why couldn’t she remember the stranger’s name? She focused harder on the woman, not wanting to disturb her personal daemon’s focus on soothing the restless Fair daemon.

      That bag. That bag. It brought back memories. A style intended to restrain the powerful mix of magic and fabric that made up a Fair competition dress. A bag with a very distinctive pattern both of magic and design—where had she seen that particular bag before?

      As Yesenia approached Rosalee and the strange magician, she finally remembered.

      State Fair last year. She had lost Best in Style to this witch.

      So what was her name?

      Yesenia couldn’t remember. And that was a problem.

      I should remember. She kept me from being able to go Solo after State Fair.

      “Rosalee.” She kept her voice calm, not letting her own upset show. “Why is there a strange witch in the Fair setup?”

      “Oh!” The older woman startled. “I didn’t think setup was that far along.”

      Yesenia scowled, glaring not at Rosalee but the stranger.

      This witch should know better. Rosalee should know better. The stranger’s abilities must have befuddled Rosalee’s usual awareness.

      “I’m sorry,” the strange witch said. “I thought I had dampened my daemon sufficiently⁠—”

      “Well, you haven’t!” Yesenia snapped. “It’s leaking out and making my Fair’s daemon unhappy! Do you want to create a Lost Fair?”

      The other witch’s face grayed in shock. “No, no, no.” She extended her hands toward Yesenia, palms facing her. “No ill intent meant, Fair Crown.” She started backing toward the door. “I’m sorry.”

      Rosalee shook her head. Her eyes widened and her mouth formed an O, before she started talking rapidly. “Oh my God. Yesenia. I don’t know what came over me. I honestly didn’t think—oh dear, how badly are things fouled up? Are we at risk of losing the Fair?”

      “Everyone is keeping control of their daemons, and the Fair daemon has settled.” Yesenia made her voice steady and calm, not just for Rosalee’s sake, but for the Bright Star daemon. “But for the Mother of Magic’s sake, don’t do it again.”

      Rosalee bowed to Yesenia. “I will make sure that it does not happen again, Fair Crown.” She frowned. “But we still need to speak with her.” She jerked her head toward the open tent flap, where the strange witch had retreated, past the wards.

      The wards that hadn’t flared in warning, like they should have.

      “After setup,” Yesenia said, pondering this concern.

      “After setup, in the Fair office,” Rosalee echoed.

      “I will see you then.”

      Rosalee bowed again, then left.

      Yesenia knelt beside the door to check the wards.

      No sign of tampering or interference.

      Now that was a real problem.

      She renewed the wards, checked the Fair daemon, whose eyelids now drooped as it returned into brooding lassitude, and turned back to the other magicians in the tent, who had all halted work to watch her speak to Rosalee and the strange witch.

      Why didn’t I feel them stop?

      “Well?” she challenged. “Let’s get back to work! We have a Fair to prepare.”

      The Bright Star Fair daemon crooned softly in its sleep as the aura of magical workings resumed. As it should be.

      Yesenia shook her head.

      Things weren’t right. She heaved a heavy sigh as she rejoined Kirsten.

      “Well?” the blonde challenged. “Who is she?”

      “I still don’t know her name,” Yesenia said. “But she beat me in Style at State Fair last year.”

      “Ohhh. Her.” Kirsten frowned “She stole that title from you, Yeni.”

      “That’s not what the judges said.” Yesenia tightened her lips.

      Kirsten tossed her head. “That’s what I think. So what is she doing here?”

      “I don’t know. I just wanted to get her out of here before all the daemons—including the Fair daemon—roused and started causing problems.”

      Kirsten paled. “It was getting that bad?”

      Yesenia nodded. “But it’s fixed now. And I’m talking to her and Rosalee once we finish setup. Which means—” she sighed again and picked up her end of the panel that Kirsten had been steadying. “We’d better take this one to the spell dump.”

      She pivoted around Kirsten to head for the spell dump. Her turn to walk backward.

      Yesenia took the time to survey the other workers as they walked. Tobias supervised the construction of the lower-level band stage. Six other Advanced witches competing in the Clothing division carried panels, both to the band stage and the Tapestry Stage, which would also double as the location for Style Revue, the fashion presentation displaying clothing that blended fashion and magic. Other divisions of the Fair might win Crown in some years, but—at least in Yesenia’s opinion—Style was the pinnacle of applied magic.

      At least it was the easiest means toward becoming Solo, a magic practitioner who didn’t need to be part of a spell matrix to keep their magic after they turned twenty-one.

      Don’t think about that now, Yesenia chided herself. She turned her head as Maria—late for setup, again—and Sam carried a panel past them.

      “Stage’s done,” Maria called as they went by. “This is the last band panel. Then we build the runway.”

      Yesenia glanced at the pile of panels. There would be leftovers, but not so many that the Fair Committee would criticize her wastefulness. Good. The Fair Crown doing setup the year Yesenia won her first Crown had created too few enchanted panels to accommodate the Tapestry, the band, and the runway, which deprived several Senior exhibitors from displaying their full creations.

      Last year, Yesenia had enchanted far too many panels in reaction to the previous year, and been chided for it. This year—barring any major accidents that would ground the panel spells prematurely—they would have only a few extras.

      The power of planning.

      Yesenia, Tobias, and Kirsten had calculated the panel layout and needs long before Fair. She had reviewed procedures with her crew, so that they didn’t have panels grounded before it was time.

      Planning. If she had any superpower beyond her magic, that was it.

      Alas, while her planning skills made Yesenia stand out from other, more impulsive witches—it was merely mundane amongst the non-magical. Not something that would earn her special notice should she have to renounce her magic.

      Yesenia glanced back, then angled toward the shimmering red spell dump bubble next to the pile of panels. Enchanted panels that were either grounded or excess went inside the dump, to have their spells removed. It was a protection to keep loose, unmoderated magic from escaping Fair Crown’s control, interfering with the Tapestry Sing, or bothering the Typicals who attended to gawk at the witches and buy their wares.

      The spell dump was important enough to have its own, aged daemon who slept until wakened for Fair, existing the rest of the year on the residue from the spells it absorbed during Fair.

      Silently, she and Kirsten upended the panel so that it rested on one narrow end.

      Open, Yesenia thought to the daemon within the bubble.

      A slit appeared. Yesenia and Kirsten carefully guided the panel inside, holding it steady until the daemon took hold of it.

      My regards to you, she told the daemon politely.

      The daemon traced along the slit with one skinny, glowing finger, to close it. A blue and yellow line followed its finger, the glow fading back to the red of the spell dump bubble to signify a good closure.

      Regards for the meal and your manners, the daemon hissed, the normally sharp, atonal edges of its thoughts blunted as it drank down the spells around the panel. Ah. Tapestry Singer, you create the tastiest spells. A good feed. My regards.

      A wave of warm, happy daemon thoughts briefly emitted from the spell dump, enfolding Yesenia and Kirsten. They giggled as they headed for the panels to pick up another one, the glow fading when they were ten feet away.

      “Well, that was a happy daemon,” Kirsten said.

      “A nice gift,” Yesenia agreed. “But it doesn’t solve the question of that witch.”

      Hot iron, her memory whispered. Hot iron beat copper once. Will it do so again?

      “Your designs are better than hers,” Kirsten said, as they carried their panel to the runway layout.

      “She beat me at State, Kay.” Yesenia waited for Kirsten to ease her end down in the protected space between the lines that marked where the runway panels belonged. Then she set hers into place. Maria and Sam followed, aligning their panels with hers.

      “We’ll get the last one, Fair Crown!” Sam said. He and Maria hurried to the back.

      Yesenia half-smiled. Sam was a new Advanced witch this year. Not a challenger for Fair Crown, but in a couple of years, perhaps—his enthusiasm was encouraging. It boded well for the ongoing health of the Fair.

      “I should know who that witch is, then, because she beat me too,” Kirsten muttered, keeping her voice low so no one overheard them. “Why don’t I remember who she is, Yeni? This isn’t right.”

      “Kay, trust me. By the Mother of Spells, I’m concerned. But we can’t let ourselves get too distracted by her before the Sing. I’ll talk to Rosalee once we’re done here.”

      “This is your Fair. Your turf. You’re so close to going Solo. Yeni, I swear I’ll Challenge her if she beats you for that last Crown.”

      “And she’ll eat you alive, Kay. Don’t. Please.” Yesenia sighed. “I’ll go into the family spell matrix if I can’t go Solo. I still have that option.”

      “What? No. I won’t let the likes of that outsider ruin our plans. Solo together. Set up our own boutique. I won’t let your family’s spell matrix suck you dry.” Kirsten’s voice rose.

      “Shh! If you’re not careful, you’ll agitate the daemons yourself!” Yesenia snapped. “Kay, believe me, I will do my best to keep that from happening. If I can.”

      “If I have anything to say about it, you will.” Kirsten’s whisper faded as Maria and Sam placed the last panel. Donna and Larisa settled the stairs at the end.

      Yesenia looked around them. Tobias and his crew had set up the drums, the keyboards, and guitar stands. She eyed the main stage. The frame intended to hold the Tapestry, once she sang it, was solid, glowing the neon green that meant the spellwork had not been activated. The same neon green shimmered around the edge of all the panels.

      It was time.

      “Feed the last panels to the spell dump,” she ordered.

      With each panel’s magic given to it, the happy daemon thoughts expanded until they filled the tent.

      Yesenia grinned, letting the ecstasy wash over her as she raised her hands high. She summoned copper, its tang flooding into her mouth, building until copper was all Yesenia could see and taste.

      Activate, she commanded.

      Neon green flashed bright red. Then it faded to royal blue, pulsing between each joint.

      Yesenia began her silent inspection, starting at the band stage, followed by Kirsten and the others. She checked each panel to ensure that the linkages glowed that pulsing royal blue. She ran her hands above the instruments, to be positive that they were properly enchanted.

      Then she marched up the runway stairs, stomping hard and checking every complex link. Satisfied, she moved to the runway, then the main stage.

      At last, she checked the Tapestry frame.

      All shimmering and pulsing in royal blue, with no fading.

      A good Activation.

      “The Style setup is complete,” she announced.

      Her team whooped and cheered.

      “Rehearsal tomorrow afternoon at two,” Yesenia continued. “The Sing begins at five. Witches, make certain of your preparation. Style will show everyone at this Fair that we are the best!”

      More cheers. Then the others started to drift away.

      “Want a ride home?” Kirsten asked.

      Yesenia shook her head. “I have to meet with Rosalee and that stranger first.”

      “I can wait.”

      Yesenia swallowed hard. “Saul plans to pick me up after work. If I’m not here—” she let her voice trail off.

      “Yeni, I can explain to your mama.”

      “I’d just as soon not get her and the family riled up before the end of Fair. But thanks, Kay.”

      “You’re welcome.” But as Kirsten started to leave, she leaned close. “Remember, Yeni. My family will be happy to pay for your Solo status.”

      Yesenia shook her head again. “Kay, I have to do it this way. Thanks—but this is how it has to happen.”

      She wanted to explain it, but Great-Aunt Eufalia’s compulsion to do it this way was too strong.

      “Good luck, then.” Kirsten squeezed Yesenia’s hand, then left.

      Yesenia looked around the tent. An auspicious start to this year’s Magic Fair, even in spite of the stranger’s brief incursion.

      And now, it was time for her to figure out what was going on with that witch.
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