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      I’d seen Mom do this probably a hundred times, but it never stopped creeping me out. Not the whole midwife thing - I can handle a little blood and gore. It was what happened after.

      The Binding.

      I glanced at the new mom, a woman named Jessica, holding the baby my own mother had just ushered into the world.

      “Hurry! Fix her so she’s not a witch.” Jessica’s eyes were shining with tears of joy and anticipation as the silky black bands of the binding spell slipped around her newborn’s damp skin. A magical echo of the charmed fabric sank into the baby’s skin and the poor creature let out a small wavering cry.

      An early winter gale-force wind buffeted against the windows of the elegantly-appointed bedroom. I squeezed Jessica’s hand and released it, then rose to close the heavy curtains, and resumed my place for the next part that made my skin crawl. Not just a metaphor, the binding ribbon fixed a barrier around the body, locking the magic inside. I shuddered. They ask us to do this to their babies.

      “Hold on, little one,” my mother said. “Almost done.”

      The babe wailed and a tiny array of lights formed the barrier around its body and throbbed with a pearlescent glow once, twice, then dimmed to nothing. A magical christening that removed, rather than granted, divinity.

      Jessica caught her breath in a short, surprised burst that touched my heart. Not many Bindan women appreciated the beauty of magic, much less the bitter ache of its light snuffed out.

      It used to hurt my feelings to see a mother’s eagerness to be rid of her daughter’s magical birthright. Boys were easier, because we didn’t have to bind them. The mother just had to avoid kissing the baby boy in the first day of life to halt the trigger that brought forth their magic. You’d better believe a Bindan mother was separated from her baby boy for at least two days after birth to avoid that from happening. The Bindan were a careful people when it came to avoiding the taint of magic.

      I would have done anything to have the magic they had thrown away. I’m a hedge witch: the child of a witch mother and human father. Sometimes the mother’s magic got passed down to the child, and sometimes it didn’t.

      In my case, it didn’t.

      My mother’s nod got my attention.

      I sighed. “And that’s it.” I forced a smile and cut the umbilical cord on the other side of the clamp with a wet snip. I quickly swaddled the infant and passed her to her mother. “She’s all yours.”

      I sat back and sighed. The most magic I could do was limited to some minor kitchen brews: potions that even a human could do, if they had the right ingredients, in the right order, at the right time, and for the right reason. But that kind of knowledge is closely guarded. No being not born of a witch would even know where to look for such things.

      "Thank you, Kathy,” Jessica said, and gathered her babe to her chest.

      “It’s Kate.” I said. They never got my name right. At least she was close.

      She ignored my correction. ”And thank you, Clea." Jessica said.

      She was in a world of her own, so I let it slide. She stared at her perfect, non-magical child and snuggled in the down comforter.

      It’s not like she’s the first Bindan who got my name wrong.

      I’m just the help who managed the birthing schedule and coordinated our midwife visits around our other job in the region’s renaissance festivals, made sure we had all the medical supplies we needed and enough gas in the truck to get here when they needed us.

      So, you know. Nobody special.

      Mom watched me. “You okay?” she whispered.

      I liked that she always checked in on me when I got upset. I appreciated the understanding, and the time to just sit with my feelings before I shared them.

      “Sure,” I shrugged. It’s not like talking about it was going to change anything. “I’ll be fine.”
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      While we were busy cleaning up, and Jessica was lost in a world of her own, the bedroom door closed with a soft sigh that jerked my attention away from my tasks.

      Mom shot me a knowing look.

      I nodded. We had an illicit audience, it seemed. No one, besides the mother, was to witness the Binding. We would have to wrap up that loose end before we left.

      We finished gathering our supplies. Clea removed all evidence of the binding: a copper bowl with the remnants of the charmed herbal infusion that inoculated the mother against any residual magic her child might have passed on to her in utero, and the roll of charmed silk used in the binding of the infant’s powers.

      These she packed in her carpetbag that looked about a hundred years old. It was one of those bottomless deals, where she could fit whatever she needed in it, as long as it would fit through the generous opening. I got lost in there once, as a child. But that’s a story for another day.

      I gathered the bloody sheets and towels and wished I had looked more closely at the box before I bought white garbage bags for this job. Nothing like the sight of blood against a white plastic before dinner to really whet your appetite.

      I sighed and shook my head before I snapped off my latex gloves with a practiced movement that caught one inside the other, then turned them inside out so the bloody sides were tucked away. They went into the trash in the adjacent master bathroom. The other birthing paraphernalia, after the blood was rinsed off, got packed into a regulation stainless steel wash basin for sterilization at home, then into another garbage bag, then into a small cooler with handles.

      The almost translucent garbage bag with the gory sheets and towels would go into the family’s laundry room on my way out. I was sure we would hear about that later, but what could I do? We were not to leave with their blood. Even the Bindan, who eschewed magic for a human life, knew what we could do with it. Not that we would, but they didn’t trust us that far. Just far enough to bind their babies of magic in every generation.

      Mom slipped out of the room first. I followed her and closed the door behind me, as if we were never there. That's our role in the Bindan Colony: to be silent, effective and invisible. If we did our jobs right, which we always did, we never had to go back and re-bind a baby for this strange group of witches-who-did-not-want-to-be-witches.

      Clea crept up and down the hallway, her peasant dress swinging on her small frame as she took deep sniffs. "I think it was those two Bindan girls, Ella and Lily," she said, under her breath.

      "Mom, they're my age," I said, in a conversational volume. If they were hiding, why should we be the ones who whispered? I glared down at her, which I could do at my height of five-ten. It was literally the only thing I had over my mother.

      “Excuse me, then,” she glared back and continued to whisper. “Those two Bindan young women. Even if they’re your age, they sure don’t act like it.”

      “Thanks.” I rolled my eyes. “But that probably has something to do with the fact that I grew up talking mostly to adults at the Renaissance Festival.”

      “And the fact that you’re just not a whiner,” she said.

      “But Mo-om!” I whined.

      She glared at me.

      “Okay,” I said, and smiled. “So tell me this. How do you know it was them?”

      “I can smell them,” she said.

      I wrinkled my nose and took a deep sniff, then shook my head. “Nope, I got nothing.”

      "Oh, come on, Kate," she said, still in a loud whisper. "I saw them hanging around downstairs earlier, eating a bag of fruit chews. It smells like a candy shop exploded out here."

      "I'm not getting it, but whatever," I said, and pointed to myself. "Hedge witch here, remember? I don't have your super senses."

      Someone with my heritage ought to be able to do actual magic - the real kind that comes from the inside. I do have a stronger than usual sense of empathy, which has no real connection to the practice of magic, in my opinion, and literally causes me headaches. Other than that, I am magically useless.

      Clea glared at me and yanked open the upstairs linen closet door opposite Jessica’s bedroom. “Being a hedge witch,” she said, and secured the carpetbag’s handles at her elbow before she plunged her hands into the dim closet, and withdrew two sullen and blond young women, “does not mean you get a free pass not to use the senses you were born with. You’re being lazy, Kate.”

      I glared at her. Then the fruity candy on their breath hit me as they protested and I raised my eyebrows. I guess I could try harder to reach those stretchy goals.

      The sound of female visitors flooded up the stairs to join the new mother and celebrate the birth of another almost human baby. While the Bindan didn’t want the magic that accompanied being a witch, they certainly didn’t mind that the binding retained the hearty constitution that went along with it. Witches just weren’t susceptible to the same kinds of colds and flus that afflicted humans. Me either, actually. So I guess there’s that.

      The muffled sound of footsteps on carpet grew louder as the Bindan women climbed to the second floor. Just outside the closet, Ella and Lily grew frantic.

      “Don’t let them catch us up here!” Ella said.

      Clea glowered in her best threatening witchy glower. “You shouldn’t have been watching.” She was surprisingly strong for such a small woman and her little fingers tightened their grip on her captives as they tried to get free. “You know it’s against the rules. Not my rules, but your people are very attached to them and I’m very attached to my job. No watching the witches work.”

      I rolled my eyes. As if the Bindan would fire us. Who else would bind their babies? Apparently, that reality was lost on the Lily and Ella.

      “Please!” Lily pleaded. “We didn’t see anything — ”

      “Much!” Ella chimed in.

      Lily elbowed her. “Shut up!” she hissed.

      The waves of fear that rolled off of Lily all but smacked me in the face and I sucked in a breath. Underneath, I felt their struggle against the life of quiet obedience to their god and families and their pain at such a restrictive life. A slow ache formed behind my eyes. Crap.

      I don't normally get this much emotion off of others, as I’d learned to lock it out because of the accompanying migraines. Sometimes when I connected with someone, it just happened, regardless of my efforts to avoid it. Then, all those long practice hours carefully constructing mental walls went poof. Empathy sucks.

      Now I just wanted it to stop. "That's enough," I said, and broke my mother's hold on them. "Just let them go."

      I shoved them both back into the closet, yanked Mom away, and closed the door just as the welcoming committee breached the top of the steps. They froze when they saw us. We were usually gone by now. This little detour cost us our stellar record of being invisible to the Bindan.

      My mother’s mouth fell open, then clamped shut at the sight of the women.

      I winced as the pain stabbed at my frontal cortex, like tiny gnomes picking for gold, except in my brain. I wrapped a hand across my forehead.

      Mom’s eyes darted to my movement. She’d noticed my headache.

      "We were just leaving, ladies," she said, her face resolving into a gracious smile. "If you'll excuse us." She took my elbow and gently steered me in front of her down the steps.

      Through the stabbing pain, I saw the sneers at our presence and couldn’t help but mess with them. I held up the bag of bloody towels and sheets that I (well, technically, my mom) could very well take home and use to extract their souls from their bodies.

      Then, I winked.

      Their eyes grew wide and they all pressed against the walls to let us pass.

      It’s the little victories, really.
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      Almost none of our income comes from the Bindan, surprisingly, since we spend so much time with them. We earn most of our living on Mom’s fortune telling gig, and my little side business selling charms on the renaissance festival circuit.

      It’s a nomadic life, but we like it.

      On the drive back home to our current renaissance festival gig in southeast Texas, Mom broke the silence. “It takes a strength of character to handle the gift of empathy,” she gripped both hands on the wheel and fought the wind to keep the truck in our lane. An arctic front had reached Texas while we were at the Bindan house and the temperature dropped thirty degrees. The wind howled through every gap and crack in our old truck and I was glad I brought our winter coats.

      Mom hated driving, but didn’t give me the option tonight when we left, which I appreciated in light of my oncoming migraine. I pressed my cheek against the cold glass of the passenger window to distract my brain from trying to exit my skull from all sides.

      “You have that strength,” she said. “I know it’s not magic like mine, but it’s powerful. I am so proud of you for that.”

      "Right," I said. This was not the first time I heard that speech. It was nice of Mom to try to make me feel better about not having magical powers, but empathy was a poor substitute and, with these headaches, more often a curse than a blessing. I rubbed my neck, where the pain had spread. It felt like one of those migraines that might stick around for a while.

      “You let your guard down around them.” Mom shook her head. “They’re not our friends, Kate.”

      “Their ways are not our ways.” I droned and made air quotes with my fingers.

      Clea pressed her lips together. “I’m just afraid you didn’t do either of us a favor today by letting those girls get away with spying on us.”

      I shrugged. “Relax, Mom. It’s not like we’re going to bump into them at the renaissance festival or something.”
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      “It can’t be that bad. What was the total so far today?” I asked.

      Mom stomped around our trailer’s little original mid-century modern kitchenette in the long velvet gown she wore as ‘Madame Clea’ to tell fortunes. Her renaissance garb always looked comical in here, but more so today as she searched angrily for her favorite coffee cup. It was the splotchy watercolor one I made her when I was five. She won’t drink coffee out of anything else and that still made me feel special.

      It was just me and Mom. I never knew my dad. He died shortly after I was born and Mom doesn't talk about him much. I know he was human and Irish, and his genes are responsible for my lack of magic, but I don't harbor any bad feelings towards him. Much. I didn’t miss him so much as the idea of a dad. It would be nice if Mom and I didn't have to do it all by ourselves.

      Mom’s quest for a cup grew a bit more vigorous than it needed to be to illustrate her frustration but, as we only had three kitchen cabinets, it was a short search. Mom pulled the prized mug out and poured herself some coffee. “Thirty dollars.” She sank into a wooden chair painted avocado green and sighed. “I made thirty dollars.”

      Her cat familiar, Gringo, curled up in his favorite position, on her toes, and glared at me.

      I’ve determined he pretty much hates me for no reason.

      I glared back at him and sat down opposite her, in a bright yellow plastic chair. None of our furniture matches, but it's all of the same yellow-green color family, which is kind of cheery.

      "How is that possible? The first day of the festival you always make at least five hundred." I picked at a bubble that had formed in the Formica tabletop until the clear plastic ripped open. I shoved my finger inside the opening to feel the smooth surface. “Think it’s the weather?”

      “No,” she frowned. “That does impact the crowds, but not this bad. Many more days like this and we won’t be able to pay the bills.”

      Not that we had many since we lived out of a trailer, but there were things like food and gas and hook-up fees, our cell phone plan with a hotspot so Mom could receive calls from the Bindan and I could access a lot of data for my gaming obsession when we were between a hard-wired land line or trailer park wi-fi. Then there were the clothes I regularly grew out of to replace. So, I guess there were sort of a lot of bills.

      I nodded and my attention drifted to things I could do to save money. Reduce my data plan? I shuddered at the thought. Aside from the few regular rennies I’m friends with, most of my friends were virtual and part of an extensive online gaming community.

      Three hard knocks rang on the aluminum door. I craned my neck to look out the milky glass louvered windows and snorted when I saw two blond heads. "It's…uh, not our friends?"

      “What?” Mom shot up and flung the door open in one fluid movement.

      A cold gust of wind shot through the trailer and sucked all of the heat out in one shot. I shivered and pulled the hood up on my sweatshirt. The forecast said it would warm again just as quickly, but not until later tonight.

      “What are you girls doing here?” Mom said. There was a hiss of disapproval in her voice. “You know you’re not supposed to see us outside of the colony!”

      "They barely see us inside the colony," I said, under my breath.

      “Can we just come inside?” said a whiny voice. “I think we got whammied!”

      “Mom, shut the door!” I said. “It’s freezing!”

      Mom stepped back and held the door open. “Get in here before someone sees you.”

      Ella and Lily shuffled cautiously into the trailer. Their eyes raked over our crammed living space, with its mis-matched furnishings, in a way that silenced my normally smart mouth. I locked my mental walls in place, one by one, to block out any emotion from them. Whispers of last night’s migraine still lingered in my head and I wasn’t eager to jump-start a new wave of pain.

      "Sit," Mom said, her voice stern.

      The girls sat on the sofa, crossed their ankles and folded their hands in unison. With their identical long blond hair and matching mannerisms, it was hard to tell them apart, aside from their clothes.

      I rolled my eyes at the picture of obedience while I covertly admired Lily's chocolate brown high-heeled boots that matched her leather coat and Ella's (faux?) fur lined parka and booties.

      I picked at the pilling on my Pain Diversion T-shirt. It’s my favorite punk rock band, and I had been shocked to find a vintage edition smashed between a button down blouse and a blazer one day at the thrift store. Who would give away a gem like this? Of course, I bought it immediately.

      In an effort to save money, my voluntary uniform was second-hand dark blue jeans and black T-shirts. I wore them like an attitude, but a small and silent part of me wished we could afford actual "outfits" for me sometimes. Pretty things that matched, like Lily and Ella’s clothes.

      “Tell me what you think ‘whammied’ means,” Mom’s eyes narrowed. “And please, use lots of detail.”

      I smirked. I learned sarcasm from the best.

      Lily began. “We went to the other fortune teller-”

      “What other fortune teller?" Mom demanded, and turned to me.

      My mouth fell open. “What? The festival just started. I haven’t scoped it all out yet.” It was sort of my job to check out the competition so we could request a location change, if needed. Usually that wasn’t a problem, though. Mom and I have been doing this so long that we almost always got a prime spot.

      “Yeah, and she told our fortunes, that we were going to do great things!” Ella said. “Especially me. I’m going to be an agent of change someday.”

      “Please.” Mom raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

      I pressed back a smile and earned a glare from Ella.

      "Forget it," Ella said. "All you need to know is that, after, she asked if she could do some kind of blessing on us and we said yes, and she waved her hands around and said some blah-de-blah stuff like we heard at the binding, and then there was a warm glow and poof!" The words tumbled from Ella's lips, rapid-fire. She seemed like the chattier one of the two.

      “I do not say blah-de-blah stuff.” Mom said, her eyes ablaze.

      It was Ella’s turn to smirk.

      “Hold on.” Mom said, and rubbed her forehead. “How much of the binding did you see yesterday?”

      “Enough to recognize magic when we see it!” Ella said.

      Mom sighed. “You know why you’re not allowed to watch us, right?”

      “It’s not like we’re going to learn how to do magic.” Ella crossed her arms over her chest. “You made sure of that.”

      Mom’s face froze.

      “Hey!” I pointed at Ella. “That was your parent’s call, not my mom’s!”

      "No, it's okay, Kate," Mom said. "I understand her anger."

      My shoulders eased. It would suck to have your parents take away your magic and give you no say in it. What a messed up response to the Salem Witch Trials. It happened so long ago. Why keep up the tradition elected by a few scared witches who wanted to blend in to avoid detection? Mom and I easily kept our identities concealed from humanity.

      Mom turned to Lily. “Tell me your version.”

      Lily nodded. “Well, about thirty minutes after the fortune reading, we started to feel sick.”

      “Hmm,” Mom said. “What did this - fortune teller - say, exactly?”

      Lily threw up her hands. “I don’t know.” She looked at Ella for support. “Donut?”

      "Donut," Mom repeated. "You heard me do no magic that speaks of bakery."

      The sarcasm in her voice was hard to miss, and I stifled a laugh.

      “Potent!” Ella pleaded. “That means strong. That has to mean something.”

      “Strong donut.” Mom snorted and shook her head with what looked to me like relief. “You saw nothing. More like you ate a bad turkey leg.”

      Lily and Ella exchanged glances.

      "We did share a turkey leg," Lily said.

      "And funnel cake," Ella rubbed her stomach.

      “And a beer,” they said in unison.

      "I'm not even going to ask how you got ahold of beer," Mom said.

      “It was on a railroad tie at the back of the fairgrounds!” Lily said. “Just sitting there!”

      “You drank beer you just found laying around?” I said and made a face. “That’s disgusting.”

      "Agreed," said Mom.

      “It was in a bottle! It wasn’t open!” Ella said. “We’re not stupid.”

      "Oh, clearly," Mom said. She closed the gap between herself and the girls in one stride and felt their foreheads, then took their pulse on their wrists and lifted their eyelids. "I diagnose mild food poisoning and lack of judgment." She nodded. "Nothing more."

      “But what about the magic she did on us?” Ella got up and put her hands on her hips.

      “Look, at worst this woman is taking away my business.” Mom held up her hand. “I would know if there was another witch about. There isn’t. And there is nothing she could have done with what you described that would elicit the symptoms of food poisoning.”

      Ella and Lily looked at me. “Angie?” they said, in unison.

      My shoulders sagged. “It’s Kate.” Are they kidding me? That wasn’t even close to my name.

      “Oh, sorry. I thought-” Lily said. “Anyway, you believe us, don’t you?”

      I sighed. At least she apologized. “It’s not like any magic I’ve ever heard of.” I said, and twisted my lips like I was thinking, to give myself time to try something. They seemed so convinced of their experience that I let my mental walls slip just a bit, to see if their feelings aligned with their experience.

      Pings of anger and frustration with an undercurrent of fear flew at me. I slammed my walls up again as I winced at a new wave of migraine pain. If there was no witch at work, something else had definitely scared them. I could check it out, since I still had to do my walk around the fairgrounds.

      But I didn’t want them following me, so I would need to make them go away. I entertained an inner grin. Scaring the Bindan was my specialty.

      “I mean, what does it get her to give you guys a stomach ache?” I said, with a shrug. “You should go home before my Mom calls your parents.”

      That earned me two more glares, but they didn’t move.

      I sighed and stood, slowly straightening to my full height. They didn’t know I was just a hedge witch; we never told the Bindan about my lack of powers. To be fair, they never asked, so as far as they knew, I was a witch, just like my Mom.

      Ella and Lily’s eyes widened.

      Good, I had their attention.

      I drew my shoulders back and pulled down my hood in what I hoped was a menacing gesture.

      “You don’t belong here.” I said, between my teeth.

      They looked at each other.

      “F-fine!” Lily said, as she rose and grabbed Ella’s hand, trying to tug her off the sofa. Reluctantly, Ella stood and let herself be led to the door.

      "Bye, girls," Mom said. "Try some mint tea."

      "I hate you!" Ella glared at us with dagger eyes and shoved Lily out the door in front of her.

      It slammed shut behind them and the room was heavy with the silence of their absence, and all it implied.

      “Ah, impressive display of intimidation, but I fear it won’t be enough. That’s why we don’t go easy on them the first time.” Mom said. “Because they show up at our house, fishing for information about magic. Now I have to report that to Elder Wright.”

      “Oh, come on, Mom.” I said. “That guy is the biggest dou-”

      “Kate!” she said.

      “Well, he is.” I said. “So, you don’t think there is something to their story? I read them. They really are scared about something.”

      “Kate.” Mom said. “They’re Bindan. They bind their young so no one will find out they’re witches. Their default is fear, remember?”

      Point, Mom. “Yeah, okay.” I picked at the table again.

      “And please stop picking at our stuff,” she said. “It’s a childish habit.”

      My head jerked up. She had never mentioned it bothered her before.

      “Sorry.” I pulled my hands off the table.

      Mom seemed stressed out, which is not her default at all.

      “You okay, Mom?” I said. “Want to talk?” We always talked through our feelings. We even discussed our dreams over breakfast every morning. It was one of the things that made us so close.

      I suddenly felt a rift in that connection.

      She looked at me for several beats, as if she was going to say something.

      “I’m fine,” she said. She waved her hand at the cellar door. It responded by flying open with a bang. “I’m going to the workshop. I’ll be back in my tent in about an hour.” She descended into the depths that connected our trailer to a pocket dimension that served as our workshop. It was a pretty cool space, and Mom spent a lot of time down there, especially to decompress. She liked to write in her journal and said it helped give her focus and calm.

      Gringo bounded down behind her, but he paused first to give me a prolonged hiss.

      I gave him the finger and shouted down after her, “I’m going to take a walk.”

      “I know you, Kate Roark! You leave that fortune teller alone!” came my mother’s voice from the depths below. “A little healthy competition is good for the soul!”

      “I would never!” I said, and grabbed a sweatshirt from a peg by the door.
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      I headed out of the camper park and followed the din of the crowd to the fairgrounds. The festival was organized in the round, with paths cutting across the circle behind the main stage areas. The prime vendor spots were around the edge of the loop by the front, where Mom’s tent was located, because they got the most foot traffic. I’d guessed the competition would be in one of the paths towards the back, since they weren’t visible from Mom’s tent.

      After a short search enjoying the warming but still-crisp winter air laced with the familiar scents of smoked meats and spilled beer, I found the other fortune teller and watched from the soft pretzel vendor across the muddy rut that served as a path.

      She operated out of an olive green canvas tent with a piece of frayed purple velvet fabric covering the door. A hand-lettered sign with, “Madame Miri’s Fortunes” hung on the side. A long line wound around the corner and out of sight and everyone in it either stared off into space, scratched their arms, or talked to themselves. One woman stood on one foot and did all three.

      “What on the Goddess’s green earth is this?” I muttered.

      The tent flap fluttered open and a man and woman emerged and squinted in the cold sunlight. They stumbled, then caught each other and drifted away into the crowd, murmuring to each other. The next customer glanced around and ducked into the tent. The flap closed behind him and the rustling line of customers resumed their strange rituals.

      Intrigued, I moved next door to the sari tent, the owner of which was my friend, Indira. If my mother was small (at five feet, two inches), then Indira qualified for tiny. I thought she might be four-nine. She was also my favorite person to run into on the festival circuit.

      Though her English was minimal (better now that I’d given her some lessons), the language barrier wasn’t an impediment to our friendship. We seemed to hit it off right away even though she was about the age my mom looked - around forty years old. While she was friends both my mom and I, Indira met me first and kept my confidences like someone my own age.

      “Kate!” she squinted at me. “What is…problem?”

      I slipped deeper among the racks of fragrant, silky fabric that lined her tent. Her huge brown eyes let nothing escape scrutiny. She was a hard-nosed business woman, adept at haggling, even through the language barrier, and I realized she probably knew everything I needed to know about my mother’s competition.

      She followed my gaze and narrowed her eyes at me with a smirk. “Ah, you want to know for…other daayani.”

      I frowned and repeated her. “Di-yanni?”

      She shook her head. “Daayani.”

      "Ok," I let it slide. It sounded the same as when I said it. I had no tongue for other languages - reason one hundred and sixty-two I'll never make it beyond a hedge witch. Latin will never be my second language and it was practically required for even the most basic spells. "Do you mean other fortune teller?"

      Indira nodded towards the fortune teller’s tent and pointed to me, then back at the tent. Her dark eyes sparkled and I wished I could understand her better.

      “Daayani,” she said.

      “Sure, that.” I gave up and nodded. “What do you know about her?”

      Indira pointed at the people in the line and made circle motions with her finger around her ear: the universal sign language for crazy.

      I laughed and nodded again. “They do seem a bit strange.”

      "Daayani make… sad," she said.

      I bit my lip. Sad? More like anxious, but I got the picture. I pointed at myself, then at the fortune teller’s tent. “I am going to go there and get a reading.”

      Indira’s eyes grew wide and she shook her head. “No, Kate. Bad Daayani. Not like you.”

      I cocked my head at her and was just about to explain I didn’t tell fortunes like my mother, but a group of middle-aged women with too much cleavage showing swarmed between us and peppered Indira with all kinds of questions.

      “Kate!” Indira strained to see me over the towering heads of the women. “Kate!”

      “That’s okay!” I said. “Thanks for the talk! I’ll catch you later!”

      As I headed towards the end of the line for other fortune teller’s tent, I resolved to find a good Hindi-English translation app so I could speak to her in her own language, too.
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      The line moved quickly despite all the hitching, twitching and general itching of the participants in it. I inched forward and glanced at Indira’s tent now and then to see how she fared with the sudden crowd of customers. I saw her dark head bob in and out of the racks to fetch different colors and styles while the women milled around, laughed and held the colored silk against their chests and blatantly ignored the, “No Food or Drink Inside the Tent” sign. Indira would flip her lid when she saw it. I’d seen her chase customers off for less.

      “You haven’t seen Madame Miri yet, have you?” a too-close man’s voice said in my ear. Spittle landed on my neck. My mental walls clicked in place. Close talkers always triggered my empathy, regardless of my connection with the person. It was reflex to protect myself against them, too.

      I jumped back and looked the speaker up and down as I took him in. The man had wild, uncombed hair, a stained, half-buttoned dress shirt with one tail tucked out, and his pants had a big rip along the side. He looked like he had slept in these clothes, in a sticker patch. I took another step towards the doorway and tried to look interested in a poster that listed Madame Miri’s appearance dates and locations.

      “No.” I used the edge of my sleeve to wipe my neck. “First time.”

      “I was here yesterday, the first day, too.” The man nodded and rubbed his arms. “She’s good. Lots of detail.” A wind swept up behind him and his hair fanned out around his face.

      I glanced at him sideways and nodded slowly. “Ah, sure.” The line moved again and I moved with it, and noted from the poster that this was the first festival where Madame Miri, Mom and I were all in attendance. Illinois, Indiana, Michigan…she was on the northern circuit prior to this. “Aren’t you, ah, cold?”

      “Cold?” He said, and looked around, noting for perhaps the first time, that everyone was dressed warmer than he was.

      I wrinkled my brow and looked at the poster again. Why did she come so far south? Most people pick one or the other, depending on their weather preference. Mom and I, for instance, hate the cold, so we stayed south. Well, that and the Bindan colony was down here.

      “So you came to see her yesterday, and today?” I said. “You know, there is another fortune teller, a really good one, just up there.” I pointed in the general direction of my mom’s tent. “She’ll be back in probably an hour.”

      He shook his head. “I only see Madame Miri.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “How many times have you been to see her?”

      “Between yesterday and today?” he said. “Maybe five times.”

      My eyes grew wide. “Okay, wow. That’s a lot.” I moved ahead in the line. “Why so many times?”

      Mr. Spitty shuffled after me and scratched his head. “The readings make me feel so good. Like getting drunk, but better. I don’t care about anything!” He danced a little jig.

      “Doesn’t that seem a little odd to you?” I said.

      He looked down at his feet. “What, my dancing?”

      I snorted. “No, that you can’t stop coming here.”

      “It’s the weekend.” He shrugged. “But I may just call in sick on Monday and come back again.”

      “Uh, sure.” I said. “Maybe you want to stop at home first and get some sleep and a shower.” I almost gagged when a breeze blew a whiff of hot, sweaty goat at me.

      Mr. Spitty was unfazed. “What are you going to ask her?” There was spit gathered in the corners of his mouth.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Uh, I don’t know. I thought I would just wing it.”

      “Don’t do that!” he jumped close to me again.

      I took a step back and bumped into the person in front of me, a woman in a nice pantsuit. She whipped her head around and glared at me, and I stepped back, surprised at the mismatch between her face and her business clothing. Her makeup was streaky and misapplied, like it was done a day ago and in a rush and…I wrinkled my nose…she smelled like yesterday’s failed deodorant covered up by generous sprays of heavy perfume. She must have been here since yesterday, too.

      I mumbled, “Sorry” and volleyed back to Mr. Spitty.

      His eyes tried to lock onto mine.

      I looked at his chin, my go-to spot for eye-contact avoidance, and tried to keep it together. Eye contact with someone you don’t know can invite all kinds of bad, from mind-reading to soul control. Needless to say, it is risky and should only be established between consenting individuals and I didn’t know Mr. Spitty.

      My heart raced despite my efforts to slow it through practiced breath. Everything moved into a focused clarity: the sounds of the fair, the color of the sky, the scent on the wind. I was now one person away from the door. The line moved much too fast and the purple acetate fabric flapped at me, as if to warn me away. I considered bolting, then gave myself a shake. I told myself not to be stupid. This guy wasn’t scary.

      He inched up to my ear as the crowd grew eerily still.

      I braced myself for the spit. It didn’t come.

      His voice dulled to a whisper, “She likes it when you tell her greatest ability.”

      I frowned at this information.

      The line moved and suddenly I stood in front of the tent doorway with a chill on my spine. I paused and let it sink in and wondered if there was something to this fortune teller after all. But no, Mom could sense another witch and said she hadn’t. So I was getting myself all worked up for nothing over a weird dude with dirty clothes who spit when he talked. Nice.

      I looked to Mr. Spitty to tell him good luck, but he was gone. I turned round and round to look for him, but the crowd swallowed him up. With one last glance across to Indira’s tent, where she was busy with a new customer, I turned back to the doorway and ducked to enter.
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      The inside of Madame Miri’s tent was cool and dark and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Slowly, the interior revealed itself as a cheap imitation of my mother’s more lavishly authentic tent. Too many plastic beads sagged from the ceiling, and the cheap threadbare rugs couldn’t hold up to the foot traffic like my mom’s ancient rugs. There was even an upholstered lounge chair, like the kind old men sit in, shoved in the corner. The tent smelled like damp canvas and cooked broccoli. Not that any of these things alone were indicative of a subpar fortune teller, but all of them together deepened the mystery of her ability to draw patrons away from my mother. I expected more…production value.

      “Please, sit,” a scratchy voice at my right floated up through the dim light.

      I jumped and turned to find the speaker. Seated at a small, round table covered with a tattered scarf, was a short, fat, middle-aged woman.

      My face screwed up in unmistakable disappointment.

      The woman shrugged, as if she got that a lot. "I am Madame Miri."

      "Oh," I said. I am, for the record, an abysmal poker player. Emotions just telegraph themselves right off my face.

      Her heavy-lidded eyes blinked once, twice. “Would you like to sit for your reading, or stand?”

      “Um, stand.” I looked around for somewhere to lean, realized leaning against a tent pole would come to a bad end. “Um, sit.” I folded onto the small, empty chair in front of the table.

      The seat was hard and tilted slightly forward so I could either lean into the table towards Madame Miri or fight to stay upright. My abs chose the former after a brief struggle. I put my fingertips on the edge of the table and looked at Madame Miri. I couldn’t decide if the chair tilt was intentional or if cheap was her decorating style.

      “Let us begin,” she intoned with a deep, practiced voice.

      I rolled my eyes and smirked. Now I remember why I was here: to debunk this lady with her weird followers…who used to be our less-weird followers. My smirk faded. “Sure.”

      “Place your hands on the table, face up,” she said.

      I complied and searched her face for signs of subterfuge, artifice, and deception. Bring it on, lady.

      Madame Miri burped.

      “Excuse me.” She blew out a cloud of foul-smelling breath.

      My left eye twitched as the stench of halitosis and fried food floated past me. “Sure, no problem.” I coughed.

      “As I was saying, let us begin.” She cleared her throat and traced the lines on my palm with her pudgy forefinger, then looked up at me. “You will live a very long time.”

      Did she really just say that? “A really, really long time?” My smirk threatened a return but I squashed it.

      "Really, really long," she turned my hands over and back, then dropped my hands and put hers under the table. She reached around as if looking for something.

      “Like super long?” I mocked.

      She glared at me. “Yes, a really, really, super long time.” She withdrew her hands and pressed something round and cold and heavy onto each of my palms. I froze.

      The pieces in my hands were silver, about the size and shape of dollar coins, but with signs and symbols all over them. I leaned closer and squinted. Were those magical sigils?

      “What is your deepest desire? Your greatest skill?” Madame Miri said.

      A flash of power surged through my hands right to my brain.

      “Another one!” She sucked in a breath and her eyes grew wide. “Potent Donum!” she gasped.

      My vision got a little fuzzy just as I connected Lily and Ella’s potent donuts and my current situation.

      “Well, shit.” I said.
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      Time moved quickly in Madame Miri’s tent.

      “Are you from the same family as those two blond girls who came earlier?” she said.

      “No, I’m not Bindan!” My movements felt thick, like I moved through water. I knew I wasn’t supposed to talk about the secret society of witches-who-didn’t-want-their-magic, but I couldn’t stop myself. My lips felt rubbery and my brain ticklish.

      "Hmm, I’ve heard of them.” she said. "You're the same, but different. Have you ever done magic?" she leaned forward and tried to make eye contact.

      I was still aware enough to avoid looking her in the eyes. I frowned. This was the second time today somebody tried to do that to me, counting Mr. Spitty. "Small stuff," I almost tipped onto the table. Why did I feel so floppy?

      Madame Miri reached forward and gave me a nudge back. “Like what?”

      I flopped backward in the chair. “Love charms,” I said, “to sell here.” My head lolled to one side and I thought it might just roll off and fall onto the floor.

      “So I’m guessing it wasn’t you who did the bindings.” She mumbled.

      My head shot up. “What?”

      "Nothing, nothing. Just wondering who is binding you guys,” she said, her fingers steepled together in front of her bulbous nose. “What a shame. But never mind. More for me!"

      The questions continued. I felt drained in pulses like something more than energy was drawn away with each answer I gave. She didn't use any incantations I could remember, and I felt okay with telling her anything she wanted to know, even though I can't quite remember what that was. There were a lot of questions. What about the coins? I tried to focus on the exchange - to lock onto the events so I wouldn't forget, but it was like trying to grab water.

      Then it was over.

      I stumbled out into the light and the tent flaps snapped shut behind me. The scene felt surreal, like coming out of one of those dreams where the person playing your mom wasn't your mom.

      “Closed?” an angry voice shouted behind me.

      The sound startled me. I shook my head and tried to get my bearings. The sun was lower in the sky and the wind had picked up and smelled of fall. I shivered.

      “No!” moaned another. “I waited here for over an hour!”

      “How come she got so long?” said a third.

      I moved away from the agitated crowd and pitched into a slow gait homeward. The normal evening sounds of the festival had kicked in and they became clearer to me the farther I walked.

      The cinnamon scent of the roasted almond cart stopped me and I dug in my pocket for the twenty I remembered was in there and handed it over. The vendor handed me back some change and a paper cone of warm almonds, covered in cinnamon and sugar. I breathed in the smell and slipped one in my mouth, and hoped the flavor would clear my head. My stomach rumbled in gratitude and I stuffed handfuls in my mouth. The act of eating brought me back, chew by chew.

      I threw back the rest of the almonds and my eyes rested on a black and white flyer attached to the side of his cart. A series of four thumbnail photos, with the bold black text across the top: “MISSING”.

      I leaned closer to read, “Last seen at the Great Lakes Renaissance Festival, Mackinaw City, Michigan” printed across the bottom, along with the names, birthdates and ages of each person pictured. A whole family. A chill shot down my spine.

      Michigan. The northern circuit.

      Where had I just read that?

      Ohcrap. That was the festival Miri had been to, before coming here.

      Coincidence?

      I sucked in a breath and choked on bits of almond, sugar and cinnamon.

      “Whoa, there!” said the almond vendor. “Don’t ye choke on them!”

      Still choking, I looked around and headed straight for a lemonade vendor and gave her five dollars. She handed me a plastic glass of lemonade, which I promptly drained. “Ah!” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Thanks!”

      The lemonade lady’s eyes grew wide. “Another?”

      “No, thank you.” I said. “That did the trick.”

      I cleared my throat and headed back to the almond cart vendor. I waited until he finished a transaction with two girls dressed as fairies and someone dressed like the headless horseman, but with a jack-o-lantern head. Finally, the vendor saw me.

      “You made it!” he said, and dropped his renfest accent. His perfectly round belly shook as he laughed and his smile was genuine.

      “Yes. Haha.” I pointed to the flyer. “Um, where did you get that?”

      “Ah, that is a sad business,” he said, and shook his head. “I meant to take it down this morning but things got so busy.” He pulled the paper from where it was pinned to the panelling on the cart, folded it up, and put it in his pocket. “They found the bodies yesterday.”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. “Bodies?”

      “Yeah, my cousin works the northern circuit sent it to me,” he said. “This whole family went missing up there last week on the last day of the festival. Finally washed up on the shores of Lake Michigan yesterday.” He shook his head. “That’s foul play for sure.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and gulped. “Do they have any suspects?”

      “Sort of,” he said. “There’s one that skipped town before they had time to question her - people say they didn’t see the family after they went into her fortune-teller tent.” He wrinkled his forehead. “They kept the rennies good and occupied with their questioning anyway, though. Just finished up yesterday. My cousin was gonna meet me here and help with my other cart yesterday. Roasted corn. Now he won’t get here until day after tomorrow.”

      “That’s too bad.” I said. I know most most rennies live off of what they make on the circuit, plus odd jobs. Being down one cart on opening day could be the difference between making a profit and having to work as a superstore greeter in the off-season.

      “So, you know Madame Miri over there?” I said, and pointed towards the fortune teller’s tent. “She was at the Michigan festival and she got here yesterday.”

      “Huh. You don’t say.” He squinted at the tent. “The tent where all those folks look like they’re riddled with bedbugs?”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      He pursed his lips, then shook his head as he withdrew his cell phone. “Folks ain’t right, I tell you.” He dialed a number and listened, holding his finger up for me to wait.

      I did.

      “Kent? S’Mike,” he said. What’s the name o’ that fortune teller they’re looking for in Michigan?”

      His eyes swung over to Miri’s tent. “Madame Miri?” he said.

      I gulped.

      “Yeah, let ‘em know to look here,” he listened, and nodded. “Yep, she’s here.” Pause. “Yep. Okay, see you soon. Thanks,” he ended the call and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

      I didn’t need him to tell me. In my heart of hearts, I knew it to be true, but I still broke out in a cold sweat as I waited for him to confirm that I just went to see a killer.

      “I guess I’m calling the police here now,” he said, and took off his apron. “That family - they all died of heart failure after going to see Madame Miri almost twenty times over the course of three days. They didn’t eat, or sleep. Just kept going to see her.” He ran his hand over his head.

      “D-do they think drugs?” I said. I knew it wasn’t drugs. It was magic. What the heck was she doing to everybody?

      “Something,” he said. “Coroner don’t know yet, but they’re mighty interested in talking to Madame Miri.”

      “I-I bet.” I stammered. My mind raced. She did something to me. Was I going to start feeling queasy like Lily and Ella or obsessively try to see Miri again, like all those humans? More to the point: why? What was her goal?

      “You’re Madame Clea’s girl, ain’t you?” he said. “You sell those little love charm things everyone likes?”

      “Yes,” I said, dully.

      “Kate, right?” he said, and handed me a fresh bag of warm sugared almonds.

      I nodded. I’d have been thrilled with the recognition if I hadn’t just learned I might die.

      “On the house.” He closed up the cart and patted me on the shoulder. “Good work today.”

      “Thanks!” I said, for the almonds, and for remembering my name. Must just be the Bindan who can’t be bothered to learn it.

      Then I ran back to the trailer to tell Mom about our really big, super bad problem.
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      The trailer was lit up like Christmas in the dim light of early evening and I sped up my increasingly clumsy steps. My sudden lack of coordination concerned me. Was this a symptom or was I just tired?

      I pounded up the trailer steps and burst through the door. Something delicious and chicken-smelling bubbled in the crock pot, but otherwise the trailer was silent.

      “Mom!” I yelled.

      No answer.

      Crap. Was she back in her tent, telling fortunes? I should have checked there first.

      The trap door in the small living room was closed and covered by the colorful braided rag rug, which is how we leave it when no one is in the trailer. My eyes rested on a note in an empty bowl next to the crock pot, so I grabbed it.

      

      Kate,

      Sorry about the ‘childish’ comment earlier. You can pick at the table all you want. The Bindan have me on edge, but that’s no excuse to snap at you.

      Elder Wright called. Ella and Lily have a fever. I took Gringo with me. Be back later or I’ll call. Chicken and dumplings in the crock pot. You’re my life, Kate. Don’t forget that. Everything I do is for you.

      Love, Mom

      

      For the second time today, I felt the blood drain from my face.

      The note fell to the floor.

      But Bindan don’t get sick. They aged and died like normal humans, but they just didn’t get fevers. That confirmed this was definitely not your garden-variety virus.

      Mom probably took Gringo because she suspects foul play and Gringo is great at sniffing out things that have latent magic. Things like the Madame Miri’s talismans. The ones that are here, not miles away at the Bindan compound. Mom was onto the cause, just not in the right place.

      I grabbed my phone out of my back pocket, flipped to my favorites and tapped the number for the Bindan colony and left a voicemail message. Mom doesn’t carry a cell phone, so this was the only way I could get a message to her. The Bindan Elder rarely answered, but always returned our calls. My heart raced.

      A minute later, my phone brayed like a donkey. It was the ringtone I had set specifically for Elder Wright’s number. I was not his favorite person and he barely tolerated me because I ‘set a bad example’ to the other young women, what with my jeans and T-shirts and opinions.

      If he only knew what Ella and Lily were up to.

      I tapped Answer. “Hello!”

      “Wright speaking.” A cool, deep voice answered.

      “Elder Wright?” I hoped this was the one time I could have a civil conversation with the man who ran the colony. “Hi. Sir. It’s, ah, Kate.” I silently cursed myself for still being intimidated by him. “I need you to send my Mom home when she gets there.”

      “Why would we do that?” he said, his voice was stern and unyielding. “We just sent for her to help two girls who have fallen ill.”

      “Because what they have fallen ill from is right here!” I said. “She needs to get back here and-”

      "You make no sense, girl," he said. "This is a simple cold."

      I rolled my eyes. Did he not understand even the basics of how this worked? “Well, they’re going to die from a ‘simple cold’ none of you has ever gotten, by the way, if you don’t send her home immediately!”

      “Young lady, you will-”

      "I will kick your ass to Tuesday if you don't comply and you know I can, you big…big…jackass!” I yelled into the phone and hung up and stomped my foot.

      It didn't matter if he didn't know I was only a hedge witch and the worst I could do was charm him to fall in love with his dog. As long as he thought I was a full-fledged witch like my Mom, well, hopefully he would be intimidated enough to pass on the message. I paced the floor as I considered my options. Did I have time to wait for Mom?

      A wave of nausea and sudden weakness answered for me.

      There was no time to wait. I had to destroy those talismans, but first I needed some supplies.

      I flipped back the rug covering the trap door and puzzled how to open it without my Mom. The thing was easily a hundred pounds and the weight was a great deterrent to a random human who might stumble upon it - and me. I cast around for something to lever it up and remembered the extra crowbar under the sink, with the rest of the tools we used to keep the truck and trailer going.

      I wedged the crowbar into the sliver between the door and the floor and, with consider effort, it creaked open a crack. The tip of my steel-toed boot fit nicely in the space and I used the bar and my fingers until it stood open at ninety degrees.

      I ran down the steps to the workshop. I couldn’t face Madame Miri empty-handed, but what would I need? I followed the practice my mother used when working out a spell to solve a problem. I pulled a yellow legal pad off the cluttered shelf  and listed what I knew:

      One: My mother can detect other witches, and she didn’t detect M. Miri, therefore M. Miri is not a witch.

      Two: If M. Miri is not a witch, she has to be using a talisman to do whatever it was she did to Lily, Ella and me.

      Three: M. Miri has a talisman: the silver coins.

      Four: M. Miri probably killed four people with her talismans.

      Five: There might be a whole lot more dead people here soon.

      Me included.

      I gulped.

      My stomach churned as I ticked off the symptoms I observed in the humans: weakness, confusion, and general craziness. Lily and Ella had nausea and fever. Were their symptoms different because they were witches, albeit bound ones? Which symptoms would I develop next?

      Why would Madame Miri do this? I scanned the bookshelves for anything that shouted, ‘I have the answer!’ but nothing jumped out at me. There could be information in Mom’s journal, where she kept all of her important notes on magic, but I knew I’d never find it. That thing was triple-charmed from prying eyes and even if I stumbled across it, it would probably just show me fish sauce recipes or something like that.

      I flung the yellow notepad across the room. If Mom were here, she would know exactly what to do. I don’t even know if my destroying the talismans would stop the progression of symptoms…sometimes that made the change permanent.

      This was a waste of time! I needed to know what the talisman did and how to undo it before things progressed beyond the point of no return. After all, nobody uses a talisman to impart sunshine and unicorns. They are usually made to guard and protect against evil, but they can often be twisted to be offensive in nature or to achieve a certain goal for those who wielded them. What was Madame Miri’s end game?

      Before I lost my nerve or developed a weird tick, I scrawled a quick note to Mom and started to gear up to find my answers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      My heavy backpack pinched my shoulders as I crouched between the rennie trailers, and tried to figure out which one belonged to Madame Miri. I shivered, though it wasn’t particularly cold that night as the cold front had moved offshore and left us with the typical November humidity.

      Most of the performers and vendors stayed in one section of the campground reserved for staff, so she couldn’t be far from me. It was just a matter of finding her and…what was I going to do, exactly?

      My pack was full of my unsold love charms (hey, they can be used offensively, if needed - love can make people so pliable), and a few others I had whipped up that morning with Mom. They would still be effective until tomorrow’s sunrise dissolved the magic like the battery power of a child’s favorite toy. But even so, dozens of weak batteries were better than none at all, right?

      I also had a sleeping charm, a truth charm and something for dandruff, which I reverse-engineered to cause scalp-itch rather than cure it. Clever, but mostly useless unless we’re talking gag gifts.

      The one really powerful thing I added were several health potions in small brown bottles. Mom brewed these for her small clientele of desperate humans who sought out alternative treatment for chronic illness like arthritis or fibromyalgia. They swore by it and she charged very little to keep them fully supplied.

      I had noticed the stock was lower than usual and deduced she had taken some with her to the colony. If she thought it would help Lily and Ella, it might help me if she wasn’t back by the time my symptoms progressed.

      I thought of the contents of my pack grimly. Who was I kidding? These were a poor substitute for real magic and, while useful for day-to-day maladies, were utterly useless for defensive purposes, as far as I knew. Other than throwing handfuls of random charms at her, I had no idea what I might use them for, but it was better than going in empty-handed.

      Well, I wasn’t quite empty-handed. I had a cool, carved staff from Mom’s arsenal. Because carrying a big stick always seemed like a good idea when going up against someone who’d whammied you. I could start with civil conversation and, failing that, I could just hit her really hard.

      I balanced the staff under my arm to zip up my jacket, and almost dropped it. The breeze picked up to a strong wind and whistled through the pine needles. Leaves scuttled across my path like scared little mice.

      I was glad for the noise to cover my footsteps as I tried to act like I always took a walk in the dark with a backpack and staff. Luckily I was in the company of people who did the same thing, because I met a few. We nodded as we passed each other like we were part of some kind of secret rennie society. Perhaps they were trying to hunt down their attacker too? More likely on their way to a role-playing game.

      I shook my head. “Focus, Kate!”

      “Focus what, Kate?” said a familiar, heavily accented voice behind me.

      I jumped about three feet in the air and executed a quick turn and wild strike with my staff. Indira deflected it in a movement so graceful it could have been choreographed. My brain filed that away as my heart slammed into my ribcage. I registered her face and tried to catch my breath. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

      Indira grinned.

      Irritation welled up inside me. "You did that on purpose!" I said and pulled down my sweatshirt with short jerks where it had twisted up to my ribcage in mid-flight. I glared at her.

      “Nice night for walk, you think?” she said.

      I glared at her.

      “Don't be mad, Kate,” she said. “You look so funny sneaky, I had to say hi.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m hilarious,” I said. “Glad I could amuse you.”

      “I am happy you did not go to Fortune…” she grasped for the right word, “Taker.”

      I laughed. "It's Fortune Teller," I said, and wondered why she thought I didn't go see Madam Miri. "But I did go."

      Her eyes grew wide and she looked me up and down. “But you look… same.”

      I tilted my head at that comment, thought about her swift movement just now, and considered her, for the first time, as a whole person who might have a life outside her renfest tent. We did. It made sense everyone else did, too. I narrowed my eyes. “Indira, what do you do when you’re not selling saris?”

      She drew herself up to her full height, which failed to reach my chin. That would have been laughable if the look on her face wasn’t dead serious.

      "Kalaripayattu," she said.

      My face screwed up into what my mom calls my “huh face” which, if I judged by the look on Indira’s face, is probably every bit as annoying to her as it is to my mom.  I wiped it clean and tried again, this time with words. “What is that?”

      Her face settled back into an almost-grin and she shrugged. "Indian martial art.”

      "Ah!" I said and thought of her windmill-arm sweeping away my staff. "That explains your reaction when I tried to hit you with my staff." Hope welled inside me. Maybe I could persuade her to join me? If I had a bad-ass fighter on my side, the scales would surely be balanced.

      “You not hit anybody with that staff,” she said with a laugh. “I teach you. Later. Now say what happened when you see Fortune Taker.”

      I shook my head. “Fortune Teller, Indira. Teller.”

      Indira drew closer. “Are you sure, Kate?”

      The look on her face made me pause. “Uh, no?”

      She looked me up and down and narrowed her eyes. “Are you going to fight the Fortune Taker?”

      “Why do you ask?” I said.

      “I see her go in, people go in, come out act strange,” she said. “Not right. Maybe I have seen before.”

      I gave her a sideways look. “Seen her before?”

      “Seen bad daayani before,” she said.

      I shook my head. “Indira, I think what she’s doing to people is more than making them strange, I think she’s killing people.”

      Indira put a hand to her chest.

      I nodded. “At the festival she was at before this, four people went missing. They were found yesterday. Dead. She’s wanted by the police for questioning.”

      “But you-” she started.

      “Right.” I said. “So, I think I might be next. Me and everyone you saw in line at her tent.”

      Indira pursed her lips. “Where is your mother?”

      “She went to see the Bi-” I said, then corrected myself. “She went to help some other people the fortune teller might have seen. That was before I figured out what might be going on. I left a message for her to come back here, but I don’t know if she’ll get it. You know, in time.”

      She sucked in her breath.

      “So, I’m going to see if I can get some answers.” I said.

      “You will not be alone!” Indira lifted her chin and clenched her fists.

      “No, Indira,” I said. How do I explain it if she sees Miri do something magical? “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’ll be fine.”

      “You will not be alone.” Indira repeated.

      The look on her face told me there would be no arguing.

      I shrugged. “Fine.” I guess Mom could make some kind of spell to erase Indira’s memory of whatever she sees tonight. Maybe this would be a good thing.

      How bad could things get with this tiny ball of wrath on my side?
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      I motioned for her to walk with me. She fell in step next to me, and her short, strong steps matched my long stride.

      “So, what is… plan?” Indira said.

      “Oh, it’s a good one.” I said. “Step one: I find her. Step two: we fight. Step three: I get the talismans.”

      Indira appeared to mull this over. “That is not good plan, Kate.”

      “You think?” I laughed. “It’s all I’ve got.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Good plan is, ah… what do you call it?

      “Better?” I offered.

      “No!” she said, and slapped my arm. “I remember word now. Details!”

      “Ouch!” I said. “Okay!” I rubbed my arm. Her little hand stung like a bee. “What do you recommend?”

      “First, I show where she lives.” Indira said. “Then, we…” she smacked her palms together.

      “Hit her?” I said. This sounded a lot like my plan.

      Indira glared shook her head. She made puppet motions with her hands, as if they were talking to each other.

      “Talk to her?” I said, then realized what she meant. “Oh! Confront her?”

      “Show strong,” she pointed to her biceps, “but talk to start. Get more… to know this way.”

      “Oh, right,” I said. “That makes sense. We need to find out how the talismans work in order to figure out who to stop them. Do you know where to find her?”

      “Yes!” Indira said. “Follow!” She took off through the woods.

      I followed.
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      Madame Miri’s trailer was even smaller than ours. It was an aging canned ham-type thing with a flaking paint job and dented fenders, nestled in the forest about a five minute walk from where the campground officially ended. Broken scrub trees revealed the path she took to haul her small trailer through the undergrowth. One of those early hybrid SUVs, the ones that tipped over when they took a turn too fast, was still hooked up to the trailer, ready for a quick getaway.

      I felt a chill I wasn’t altogether sure had anything to do with my impending fever. I wondered if we would hear sirens before we got what we came for. Namely, information on how to stop the progression of heart failure via magical talisman.

      Indira crouched down behind a tree when we were within sight of Miri’s home and motioned for me to do the same.

      I sort of smooshed myself behind an adjacent Yaupon, but who were we kidding? I was way too tall to hide behind these spindly Texas trees, so I just stayed very still. “What?”

      “Listen!” Indira said.

      Without the hum of an air conditioning unit to act as a muffler, trailer walls afford about as much privacy as having your conversation in public. I could hear a heated discussion taking place inside Miri’s trailer.

      “Think we can get closer so we can hear what they’re saying?” I said.

      Indira paused, then nodded.

      We crept forward and hid just beneath the kitchenette window.

      The smoked glass windows didn’t allow us to identify the second speaker, but the single shadow inside showed that there wasn’t one.

      Madame Miri was in the trailer alone.

      Waving her hands around and shouting in different voices, she was arguing with herself. High-pitched voices, baritone voices, and sometimes her own, she wavered between praise and criticism.

      “Miri!” she yelled in her own scratchy voice. “You could rule the world with this power!”

      “You’re just going to ruin this like you have everything else,” came a lower, distinctly male voice.

      “Shut up!” came a child’s voice. “Just shut up!”

      I did the finger twirl around my ear at Indira, to telegraph my thoughts on Miri’s state of mind.

      Indira nodded.

      I shifted position to get a better view and my heel snapped a twig.

      Indira grabbed my leg, but it was too late.

      The voices in the trailer stopped.

      Miri stomped to the door and flung it open so hard the handle imbedded into the side of the trailer.

      “Who’s there?” she said. She leaped over the steps and landed on the ground in a crouch.

      The woman before us was so utterly changed, I hardly recognized her. To say she was different would indicate her slovenly appearance had changed, but that wasn’t the case. Her grooming still left everything to be desired, but what remained of her hair clung to her skin, which was decidedly red in hue. She was thinner than when I’d seen her a few hours ago, too. Her dress gaped about her like a sagging tent and deep hollows beneath her cheekbones gave her eyes a striking, desperate look.

      A breeze blew her scent downwind to us. She smelled like rotten eggs.

      I gagged.

      Miri’s head swiveled slowly to our hiding spot like that creepy trained hawk in the falconer’s show.

      “Come out!” she screeched, and stood with an unnatural grace.

      Indira pushed me down. “Stay!” she hissed.

      “Negatory.” I hissed back and jumped to my feet.

      Indira shook her head. She had started to understand the futility of trying to tell me what to do.

      Moonlight spilled ghostly white into the woods, past the towering pine canopy, and onto the ground. Together, we moved away from our hiding spot and into the clearing in front of the trailer.

      Miri didn’t look human anymore. She advanced on us in a gait that was both halting and fluid. Her face was twisted in hatred.

      “Stop.” Indira said, and held up her hand. Her body was tense and ready to jump into action.

      I figured the odds we could get information out of Miri was close to zero in her current state.

      Miri stopped, jutted out her chin, and sniffed at us, then sneered.

      “Super smell.” I noted softly. That’s a witch sense.

      “You!” Miri said, and pointed at me. “You can’t have it back!” She drew back both hands and directed them at me, fingers splayed. Her palms glowed red and the air around them had begun to waver with heat.

      “It’s mine now!” she screamed.

      A thick stream of red lightning took shape in front of Miri’s palms and headed straight towards us.

      I ducked to the side and grabbed Indira on the way down. We hit the forest floor with a thud. A tree behind us exploded and the whoosh of a million tiny splinters hitting the trees in the background made me shiver.

      “Shit, that was close!” I said. “She’s really trying to kill us!”

      “She really trying to kill you,” Indira said. “But I stop her.” She grabbed my staff and advanced on Miri.

      Miri looked unimpressed. Her head tilted down as if she was going to ram Indira.

      Indira suddenly charged and practically flew around Miri with footwork so fast, I couldn’t follow it with my eyes. I flinched the first few times the staff made contact with Miri and lost count after a dozen. Each made a resounding, “Thwack!” I felt bad for Miri.

      Almost.

      Miri made a few attempts to grab Indira, but she was too slow. She screamed in frustration. After a while, she stopped blocking the blows and just watched Indira’s efforts, as if waiting for a bothersome fly to land.

      Indira, tired, stumbled back in disbelief that Miri hadn’t gone down yet.

      It’s true, she hadn’t gone down, but had grown…up? Her body expanded to fill the loose skill she embodied just minutes before, but this time with muscle. She grew taller and… roared.

      Her hot breath shot out over the clearing and blew my hair back.

      Indira raced back to my side and panted. “Where is she getting…this?”

      I shook my head. “The talismans?”

      “She was not like…this before.” Indira said. “What happen when…you see her?” Her eyes were still glued at Miri as she spoke.

      My throat tightened and my heart raced. “I didn’t do this!”

      “No, Kate,” Indira said. “I did not mean-” she turned to me, her face full of concern.

      “Enough!” Miri’s voice boomed. The trees shook and pine needles shot down to the forest floor in lines, like animated rain.

      My eyes tracked the needle’s descent as Indira’s words echoed in my head. How could I have triggered this behavior in Miri?

      I watched in disbelief as another bolt of red lightning ripped through the air with a searing, crackling sound. The red glow washed over Indira’s face as she looked at me, completely unfazed by the crazy lady. This one was big enough to wipe both of us out.

      “Indira, watch out!” I shouted and tried to shove her out of the way. Indira latched onto me with one strong claw-like grip and swung me behind her as she turned to face the full force of the lightning strike.

      A scream, I’m not sure whose, hung in the air before another small explosion rocked the clearing. I was thrown back onto a soft bed of pine needles. My backpack broke my fall and I felt the crunch as the glass potion bottles shattered. My ears rang. I lay there for a few seconds, staring at the slim rows of white clouds against the moonlight sky. Slowly, I pushed up on my elbows.

      Scorched pine needles had rained down and singed my sweatshirt. I brushed them off and staggered to my feet. As a cool wind blew the smoke away, I could make out the still, smoking forms of Indira and Miri.

      I ran to my friend first.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Indira was on her stomach, and the back of her flowered tunic smoked. Her clothes were singed around the edges.

      “Indira!” I said, and dropped to my knees next to her. My hands shook, but I put one on her shoulder. “Hey, are you…” I was afraid to put the final word to that sentence, for fear of the answer. “Are you there?” I held my breath and glanced up at Miri, who remained still.

      Indira stirred.

      My heart leapt.

      She rolled over, and groaned. There was a hole about six inches in diameter in the center of her once-pretty tunic, and her skin there was bright pink.

      “That.” she said, “Hurt.”

      I sighed with relief and slowly shook my head. “You are one badass sari vendor, Indira. Stay here. I can get help.”

      “No.” She grabbed my hand and hoisted herself up to one knee. “We must find Miri.” She used my arm as leverage and stood. “Get…knowledge.”

      “She’s over there.” I jerked my thumb at Miri’s body, about twenty feet away from us. “Hasn’t moved a muscle.”

      Suddenly, I connected the dots. Indira didn’t seem fazed by Madame Miri’s appearance or behavior at all. In fact, she said she had seen it before.

      “Indira,” I said. “Daayani means witch, doesn’t it?”

      “Witch is…Miri?” she said.

      “More or less.” I said. I wasn’t about to get into the semantics of hedge-witch-infected-by-insane-talismans versus actual witch.

      “Ah, yes.” She gave me a wry smile. “Daayani mean witch.”

      “Sometime, you’re going to have to tell me more about what you know about witches.” I said.

      “Sure,” she said.

      A few yards away, Miri tried to push herself up, then collapsed. She tried twice more, failed, and began to whimper.

      Indira and I looked at each other.

      “Trick?” I said.

      “Maybe.” Indira said, and shoved her finger on my chest, sending me sprawling back. “This time, you stay.”

      My shoulders slumped. Of course, Indira’s injuries were all my fault. Not only was I probably still going to die, but I also hurt one of my friends.

      She waited until I nodded, then hobbled over to Miri.

      I rubbed my arms and shivered. I don’t think it was getting significantly colder that evening. I think I was getting feverish.

      Crap.

      I slipped off my backpack and undid the zipper. Pieces of glass tinkled at the bottom and the potion had soaked into wooden charms, which rendered them useless. “Well, that’s all shit now.” I zipped up the backpack and put it back on for warmth. So much for using the health potion or improvising my defense with the charms. Though, to be fair, those charms weren’t going to do anything against the kind of firepower Miri was packing.

      Indira bent down over Miri, with her back to me.

      My teeth started to chatter.

      Indira turned and motioned for me to come over.

      I crossed the clearing and peered down at Miri. “She alive?”

      Indira lifted one of Miri’s eyelids and let it close. “Some. Enough for talking.”

      I stepped over Miri and crouched by her head. “Miri, can you hear me?”

      Miri moaned. So much for the rage demon.

      “What are those talismans for?” I said. “What do they do?”

      Miri lay still and tried to focus on me.

      “Oh, fine.” I said. I was going to have to get information the hard way. For me.

      I lifted her chin so I could look into her eyes and lowered my carefully constructed mental walls. I winced in empathy as a sharp stab of pain and regret stretched out from the connection between our gaze. I felt her utter despair and my walls crumbled as the connection was established. I gagged a bit, but just had to ride it out the best I could and get the answers I needed. So I could, you know, not die.

      “You look like hell,” I said. “What happened?”

      “You happened.” Miri whispered. “How do you live with this?”

      Miri’s emotions pushed at me in pulses. Failure. I’m a failure. Nobody wants me.

      This lady had some serious self-worth issues.

      “Live with what?” I said. “Wait.” I shook my head. “Never mind. How do those talismans work?”

      Miri drooled and her gaze went far.

      “Hey!” I shook her. “Miri! Answer me! What do those talismans do? How do I reverse it?”

      She took a rattling breath. “It steals a person’s innate talent or gift and…” she shivered, “gives it to the holder of the talisman.”

      “That’s sick, lady.” I shivered.

      “You don’t understand,” she said. “I had to have more or the power would fade after thirty minutes. An hour, tops. No one’s fortune stayed with me for hours like yours did.”

      “Did you kill those four people in Michigan?” I said.

      “I didn’t mean to,” her eyes rolled back in her head, then forward again, like some kind of malfunctioning slot machine. “I didn’t know that would happen!”

      “‘The talismans made me do it,’ is not a valid excuse for killing people,” I said. “Especially since you did not stop.”

      “But I can’t stop,” she said. “The talismans want. They need. But it's…too much. I don’t want it anymore.”

      Indira gripped my shoulder.

      I squeezed her hand and was grateful for her presence.

      “So you took too many fortunes and have a little headache?” I said. “Serves you right. Now tell me how to fix it.”

      "I want to give yours back," she whispered. "T-take it. I don't want it." She reached out to me.

      Damnit. Waves of her anguish washed over me and I turned and threw up. Retching noises came from Miri and I felt her nausea as well as my own. What was going on?

      Then, it hit me. We were in some kind of crazy feedback loop because she’d taken my fortune: empathy. How she didn’t get it all, I don’t know. I looked up and saw the talismans in her outstretched hand and I remembered my mother’s words.

      It takes a strength of character to handle the gift of empathy.

      I have that. It’s not the same as magic, but it’s powerful. She can’t even handle a small serving, but I can handle the whole enchilada. Or pizza. Or pie. Whatever. I could take back the power she took from me and save myself. Maybe by the time Mom would be back with a way to help everyone else.

      “Kate, no!” Indira cried as she’d realized what I was doing.

      Time slowed down to a crawl as I closed my hand over Miri’s. Our eyes shut in agreement and we jolted into darkness.
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      I opened my eyes. Had it worked?

      Indira stood over me, wringing her hands. “Are you okay, Kate?”

      I considered her question and did a quick check. The nausea and fever were gone. I wasn’t tired and my brain didn’t feel cloudy. None of the previous symptoms had returned and overall, I felt pretty good.

      “I think so.” I said.

      Miri lay motionless on the ground next to me. I felt the smooth metal of the talismans in my hand. They were heavy and tinged with an invitation to power. They wanted me to use them.

      The wind had begun to pick up and the tall pines above us swayed. The stratocumulus clouds above the canopy lined up like fluffy rows of marching soldiers - my favorite.

      I sat up. What is a stratocumulus cloud?

      Madame Miri stirred and sat up. She ran her hand through her hair and clumps of what remained came away in her fingers. “Well, that will teach me to take talismans from tall, handsome men.” She sighed.

      My thoughts drifted to Lily and Ella and who knows how many other people she’d condemned to death. Even those idiots outside. “What about the others? Are you going to fix them, too?”

      Indira shook her head. “Bad daayani.”

      "Judging by the way I feel, I just gave everyone's fortunes to you," Miri said. “Now it’s your job to figure out how to fix them. Those things didn’t come with instructions, you know.”

      “Crap,” I said. "Is that why I know what stratocumulus clouds are?”

      “Oh, that meteorologist guy’s fortune?” she laughed. “Good luck with that one. What a waste.”

      I groaned. “Where did you get these talismans?” I needed to gather as much information about these stupid coins so my mother could reverse this. The collective fortunes of her (now my) victims swirled in my brain and they pulled me to draw on every single one of them. Math, music, welding, writing, architecture, ornithology and more. It was all there and it felt a little crowded. I hoped they faded after a few minutes like they did with Miri.

      She looked at me sideways. "A man," she said. "I met him at the Michigan renaissance festival. He was very attractive. And big."

      “And did the big, pretty man just give you magical talismans,” I said, “out of the goodness of his heart?”

      She glared at me. "He said I was chosen," she said. Her voice took on a hurt quality.

      I grimaced at her naked vulnerability. Our empathy link faded and I threw up my walls. “Name?”

      "I think he said his name was Liam or Leith something Irish-sounding like that." She looked up. "I was just a simple fortune-teller like your mom."

      I clenched my fists. “You are nothing like my mother.” The talismans tickled my ear with violent ideas. I shook my head.

      "And you're not what you seem to be, either," Miri said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said. “I’m a hedge witch. Nothing more.”

      “I’m a hedge witch.” Miri snorted. “I know the difference.”

      I glared at her and shoved the talismans in my pocket. “Are you talking about my empathy?”

      “No, that was just a minor annoyance.” She laughed and waved her hand. “I’m talking about the power.” She pulled herself to her feet. “It’s not like the other girls, the ones with fancy clothes. They had power, but it was weak, almost nothing. Yours was…formidable. How do you use it without doing,” she gestured to herself, “this to yourself?” Her skin had grown paler as the red hue wore off and her eyes had lost their haunted look.

      I looked at her drawn face. “Doing what?” I said. It felt like we were having two different conversations. “What are you talking about?” A slow, creeping feeling advanced up my spine.

      “Sucking every bit of your energy?” she said. “Driving you mad. You must have some kind of spell to recharge, right? To stay sane?” Her eyes glittered. “What is your secret?”

      "It's not me." I stared at her and tried to make sense of her words. "It has to be a side effect of the talisman," I said as a million ideas rushed my brain, each one vied for attention first. A refrain played throughout: I am a hedge witch with empathy. That’s it.

      "It's fine if you want to play it that way," she winked at me. "I won't tell a soul."

      I shook my head. The only thing that made sense was that the power she felt was a side effect of the talisman. It had to be. “I need to go home.”

      "I'm not stopping you," Miri said. "Thanks for taking it back…and not killing me." She stepped back as if what she said might trigger my primal rage beast or something.

      I looked at her sideways. Weirdo! Why was she scared of me? But, since I couldn’t have her sticking around to cut into our business, and because my mother would probably kill her when she found out what she did to me, I said in a hard voice, “Now get out of town. I never want to see you again.”

      "Absolutely," she said. "I'm gone tonight."

      “Good.” I said, and turned to Indira. “I need to go find my mom.”

      Miri ran into her tippy little truck and started the engine.
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      Indira and I headed back to the fairgrounds.

      Most of the rennies had turned in for the night. Campfires burned down to smoking embers and the familiar crickets, cicadas and bullfrogs were in full concert. An owl hooted. “Eastern Screech-Owl of the Megascops asio family!” I whispered.

      Indira snuck glances at me and guided me back on the path while the unique calls of at least a dozen other birds drew my attention. I knew them all.

      We rounded a stand of pines and ran smack into my mother.

      “Mom!” I said.

      “Kate!” Mom screamed and grabbed me to her chest. “I’m so sorry, my love! I should have noticed something going on with my own daughter! I was just so caught up with the Bindan…” her voice faltered as she bit back a sob. “I came as soon I could after I pried your message out of that stupid, stupid man.”

      I steadied myself and hugged her back. I breathed in her perfume of ylang-ylang and patchouli. The smell told me I was home. “I’m okay, Mom. Really.”

      “It won’t happen again.” Mom said. “My own daughter…”

      “I don’t blame you, Mom.” I squeezed her one last time and pulled away. “I fixed it. It’s all okay now, see?” I did a pirouette.

      Mom shook her head and blinked back tears.

      “Don’t cry, Mom.”

      She sniffed once more and her face turned stoney. “What happened?” She was all business-witch now.

      I took a deep breath so I could give her the information to help her focus on healing me and everybody else and not go after stupid Miri, who was probably halfway to the East Texas border right now. I didn't care about her anymore. I only wanted to help the other victims and the thing is, Mom can get a little revengy.

      “Lily and Ella were right.”  I said. “They did get whammied, and a whole bunch of other people did too, me included.”

      “But, what-” she started.

      I held up my hand. “And there are some talismans that take people’s good fortune. She got really powerful from all of the fortunes she took and attacked Indira, but that basically zapped her power.” I looked at Indira for her take on it.

      “More or less,” she said, and rubbed the red spot on her chest.

      I took a deep breath through the wave of guilt over Indira’s injury.

      “Right. So she wanted to give me back mine, so we did that. She gave it back.” I dug the coins out of my pocket and showed them to Mom.

      They glistened in the moonlight, as if ready for another fortune.

      “She said she thought all of the fortunes transferred back to me when she gave me the coins.” I said.

      Mom sucked in her breath. Her face paled in the moonlight as she stared at the coins.

      My eyes grew wide. “What, Mom?”

      “I thought I told you not to…” she blew out a ragged breath, “I told you not to get involved!” She ran her hand through her hair and paced a circle in front of us.

      Indira leaned forward and reached for the coins.

      I jerked my hand away. I didn’t need any more fortunes in here than I already had, though Indira’s Kalari-whatever would be very cool. “Don’t touch! That’s how it gets transferred!” That, and a few words of a spell, but I didn’t want to tempt fate. Or fortune.

      Indira hopped back. “Sorry!” She cocked her head at my Mom and narrowed her eyes. “Clea, you have seen before?”

      I caught Mom’s glare at Indira and short, unconvincing shake of her head.

      “Mom, have you seen these before?” I repeated Indira’s question.

      My mother looked pained. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Once. A long time ago.”

      “Ok, so where do they come from?” I asked.

      She shook her head slowly, and stared at the ground.

      “Okay,” I said. “You’ll tell me about it later, right?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course,” she pulled up the top layer of her skirt and wrapped her hand. “But, first, give me the talismans. They need to be destroyed.”

      I hesitated. I expected to feel relief at Mom’s takeover of the situation but, instead, I felt a ping of resistance.

      “Come on, Kate.” She gestured with her skirted hands. “Before someone comes along. No good will come of letting these coins remain in circulation.”

      I shook the rebellious thoughts from my head. Surely they were planted there as a failsafe to protect the talismans, right? Some charmed items were like that: self-preserving. It was logical an aspect of the talismans made it difficult for the owner to part with them.

      Come to think of it, the only reason Miri had given them up was her suffering was stronger, which bore some more analysis on my part. I resolved to think about it later. I gave the coins one last look, and turned them over in my hand. They were so pretty and shiny. And powerful. Maybe just one fortune?

      “Kate!” Mom said, in an irritated voice, with an undercurrent of fear.

      My head jerked up. This was all so weird. My eyes locked with Mom’s and I felt her push comfort and love at me through our connection. It felt familiar and warm and a wave of lucidity fell over the dark promise of power.

      My hand turned over hers and the coins clinked together as they hit her hand. She kicked a small hole in the ground and dropped them in.

      In a haze, I pulled Indira back a dozen steps with me, to give Mom room to work.

      The wind picked up as my mother raised her hands to the sky and muttered a few words under her breath. Storm clouds gathered overhead, blocked out the moon and brought the small clearing into near darkness. My mother's hands clapped together and the clearing lit up again as lightning cleaved a path through the black and collapsed on the small coins.

      I felt a jolt to my soul and a click behind my eyes, like an old-fashioned camera shutter opening and closing.

      Just as quickly as the clouds gathered, they dissipated. The moon lit up the sky and revealed a pool of melted silver, and the attendant feelings of the other victim's destinies slid away from me with it.

      I watched as the silver absorbed into the earth like a lump of sugar in coffee. Soon, there was no trace the ground had been disturbed, though I was still plenty disturbed by the events of the day. I felt emptied of other people’s fortunes. Just me, and me alone, in here.

      Suddenly, birds were just birds again. I wasn’t sure that was better.

      “Good daayani.” Indira nodded. “Both.”

      I was too tired to correct her, to tell her that Mom was the witch and I was just a regular old hedge witch with a bit more empathy than most.

      I watched my Mom spit in her hands to dissipate the leftover static from the lightening. They sizzled as she rubbed them together.

      Indira turned to me. “I do better next time to watch you.” Her eyes were lowered, as if in shame.

      I grabbed her in a bear hug, which she stiffly accepted. “I don’t need watching, but you’re welcome to be my back-up anytime.” I released her. “I’m sorry I got you into this. And sorry you got hurt.”

      “Don’t worry, Kate.” She rubbed her burnt chest. “I have seen… worse.”

      My eyes grew wide. My friend Indira was a barrel of mysteries.

      “We have a lot to talk about.” I said.

      She gave me a wry smile.

      My mother approached us. “Thank you, Indira, for all your help. You are a true friend to us.” She caught Indira’s eyes in hers and they held their gaze for a few seconds until Mom and Indira both nodded.

      "Goodnight, friends," Indira said and left the clearing with silent footsteps. "I see you tomorrow."

      I watched Indira’s retreating form. “What just happened there?”

      Mom pursed her lips. “We have an understanding.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you do.”

      Mom’s hand found mine and squeezed. We headed home together.
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      Once back home, I called the Bindan colony to check on Lily and Ella for Mom. The call went on speaker so Mom could run through her list of diagnostic questions, one patient at a time. After the typical questions about fever and nausea, came the questions about magic. Without coming out and saying it, she was checking on the status of their bindings.

      “Any greening of left hand or nose?” Mom asked.

      “No!” Lily answered.

      “Gross!” Ella shouted in the background. “No!”

      Mom ticked a few items off her list of symptoms and moved on. “Tingling in shins and feeling of ennui?”

      “What’s on-wee?” said Ella.

      “That’s a no.” Mom murmured under her breath. She checked off an entire section with a large flourish of her pencil. “Lily?”

      “Well…” Lily said. “I might have ennui.”

      “You’re a teenager. Of course you have ennui.” Mom snapped. “The problem arises when you also have shin tingling. Do you have shin tingling?”

      “Oh,” she said. “Then no.”

      Mom shook her head and pushed through the remainder of her list. Once she was satisfied with their answers, she proclaimed them healed and told the Bindan to call if any new symptoms arise.

      Regardless, Elder Wright insisted we return tomorrow to re-bind them, which highly offended my mother.

      She gestured to me with an angry fling of her hand that the conversation was over, and stomped into the bathroom to get ready for bed.

      “Elder Wright?” I said, enjoying every word of what I was about to say, “that simply makes no sense. Goodbye.”
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      Between the call, my full examination and recovery, Mom was comfortable that the effects of the talisman had also worn off the other victims from the festival.

      We climbed into our beds: mine on a shelf bunk above hers, which was the sofa that pulled out into a bed. It was then Miri’s words drifted into my head as I stared at the ceiling, “How do you live with this?”

      “Mom?” I shifted to my side and propped my head up on my hand. “What is Indira?”

      In Mom’s bed, Gringo purred like a chainsaw.

      “Hmmm?” she said.

      “She knows about witches.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned. Sleep was near. “That’s not something humans typically know about.”

      “Indira is familiar with the witches of her homeland, called daayani. I have met some in my travels.” Mom yawned. “Their power comes from the earth, the moon, and the sun, as mine does, but they use different rituals to bring it forth. They are formidable, in their own way.”

      I smirked. Mom could be kind of obnoxious about her own power.

      “So, Madame Miri said something weird and it’s been bothering me.” I picked at the little lint balls on the blanket. “She said the reason she wanted to get rid of the fortunes she took is because mine was too powerful for her.”

      Silence.

      “What did she mean, Mom?” I said.

      "I'll ask her when I find her," she said. "She still needs to answer for what she did to you."

      “And the others.” I said.

      "Right," she said. "Them too.

      “But-”

      “Kate, she’s not a witch, right?” Mom said. “She has no connection whatsoever with the elements or-”

      "She said she's a hedge witch, like me," I said.

      “Case in point: can you detect my power?” she said.

      “Nope.”

      "There you go," she said. "She has no experience from which to draw her conclusions."

      "But she definitely took something from me, because I felt chilled, like I had a fever, like Lily and Ella," I said. “Miri said they had power, too, but a lot less. That doesn't make sense if I have no magic.” I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling again. "Right?"

      Mom sighed. “Talismans do crazy things, Kate, especially very old ones like those. They have had many masters and take on attributes of those individuals over time. That can cause new owners, especially ones like hedge witches, to experience the results in ways that are too difficult for them to interpret. It’s like trying to learn a new language by reading a complex novel. The subtleties of the language and culture are lost. Does that make sense?”

      “I guess.” I couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to it. “You’re sure my Dad wasn’t a witch?”

      “Trust me, I know exactly what your father was.” Mom hesitated. “I’m sorry, Kate. I really am.”

      I sighed. “That’s okay.”

      “You’re an amazing young woman who will do amazing things,” she said. “Just not amazing magical things”.

      "I guess I'll just have to settle for being the best gosh-darn hedge witch in the world, then," I said.

      “You already are.” Mom sounded a little sad. “Say goodnight, Kate.”

      “Goodnight, Kate.” I turned over and fell into the fitful sleep.
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      That night, I dreamed many dreams.

      In each of them, I had magic. It was red, like Miri’s.

      I was more powerful than my mother and did terrible things.

      The next morning, when we spoke of our dreams, I told her I didn’t remember mine.
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