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  “What have you done, sister?”


  Rael was semi-conscious, the haze of agony affirming he was indeed alive. A groan swelled in his throat and dragged its way into the cavernous space. Echoes of his anguished prayers to Khaos bounced around him as he pleaded through cracked and quivering lips. Whether the words were distinguishable or not, Rael dismissed their importance so that he could discern his own condition. Not even a swish of moisture could be summoned to coat his tongue, and a parched hack mocked his effort. A twitch of his brows rallied his senses, and he squinted open one eye.


  In an effort to understand his circumstances, he listened as a woman snapped, “He’s powerful and could give me such terrifying possibilities with his blood and magic.”


  Another female voice shouted, “No good will come of this. I’m going to cure him of the poison, but you should pray to our god that you are not punished for what you have done.”


  “Khaos didn’t even give us an aura, even though we wield magic like the other witches. I hate that I am sequestered in this cave, forced to spin all day and eat the scraps the priestesses have scavenged. They treat us like animals when we were meant to be worshipped as gods.”


  “No, Ur. We protect the fabric of the universe. We weave and fasten the dreams of Khaos to our webs. If we leave or change our destiny, then we put all of the world egg’s existence at risk.”


  Ur hissed, the tonality resembling a monstrous insect. Rael rejected the sound as part of the fever hallucinations that overtook his mind. He could not trust what he was interpreting.


  “Khaos be damned and this world with him. I will bind all witches and feast on their souls.”


  “No.” The first female voice vowed. “You will find nothing but your doom in your quest for power.”


  A scuffling and a screech resounded, and the same woman proclaimed, “Be banished from this place and crawl in the shadows of this mountain. You have shamed your sacred role as guardian and will suffer. Do not come back to your sisters when guilt restores your senses, for you have none.”


  Blistering fire consumed Rael’s body, pitching his body into a seizure. He had no idea what had inflicted such frightening torment. Foam gurgled in his mouth and spilled out of the corners. His teeth clattered, his muscles tensed, and darkness claimed all thought and prayer.


  It might have been hours or days when he awoke from his nightmare. Eventually, Rael did rouse. Cotton tuft clouds drifted across an azure sky. He rolled upward, attempting a position that would provide a better view of his situation. A shadowy maw gaped where his memories of the Arachnid Mountains should have been, and that did not bode well for a witch.


  Very little could overpower and erase the minds of those wielding magic. Whatever happened to him had to be erroneous and horrifying. Right then, he realized two things. He could not sit up because one of his legs was constricted and throbbing. The second was that the clouds were not white at all but rather a dove gray, portending a thunderstorm. A curse on the rainy season! Rael had not anticipated being stranded in the middle of—wherever he was—and injured.


  With the next catastrophe hanging over his head, Rael searched for shelter. He rolled to his stomach, a colossal task, but one he managed, and began to crawl. The damaged leg shot incendiary pain through his veins and muscles, churning acid in his gut and singeing the nerves in his gums. He tasted tar and the cloying of honey. The combination was so foul, so out of place, that a gag girded his esophagus. His magenta aura flared, electricity writhing over his form, the static of it vibrating along his skin and rattling his bones.


  Rael clutched strands of grass, heaving forward as his power undulated, chaotic and miserable. Sweat coated his skin beneath his ripped clothing. His lashes fluttered to keep the dew from obscuring his vision.


  He bumped into a burlap sack and grunted at the pathetic distance he spanned as he expended all his might. Shaking fingers reached for the brown bag, and he tipped the contents onto the ground. Spools of pearlescent thread gleamed and pulsed, magic skidding down his spine as his aura adjusted to the frequency.


  Witch spider silk.


  Memories percolated through the fog of his mind, images billowing into clarity. His injury brought on a terror that chilled his blood and danced spots across his wobbly vision. His calf itched like an army of ants marching over the skin. Pain lacerated down to his bones. If his body was not responding to the heightened healing abilities that all witches possessed, then a witch spider had bitten him. Their venom was potent and recognizable even without noting the injury.


  Instinct had Rael forsaking common sense, and he shoved on his palms. Straining his muscles, he managed to get on all fours. He tugged aside his ravished pants and crude bandage, reeling at the gruesome discovery.


  Half of his lower leg muscle was missing. At least he still had the bone and foot attached. It was a small comfort to the nightmare of what he survived.


  Sewn into the gnarled patch of flesh, like a tattoo, was the image of a black spindle-legged spider. As he brushed a finger over the symbol, the texture felt like silk thread, but it was flush with his skin. Anyone looking at it would believe it was ink and not the finest, softest brand of magic. It had an iridescent quality that was visible as he moved. Too disturbed and injured to examine it further, Rael secured the bundle of witch spider silk and strapped the sack to his back.


  He survived the poison, but he had scant hours before the wound festered. He needed a witch healer, but from the looks of it, he was stranded at the base of the Arachnid Mountains.


  “Damn it!” His vocal cords finally worked.


  He lifted his hands to run numbed fingers through his hair but paused as he noticed a letter by the sac of silk. The words were written in the language of the first witches, but he was familiar with most of the context.


  “The debt for your life will be paid by the light of the full moon, on the first night of winter, in seven years’ time. Escape is impossible.”


  The note must have been from one of the women in the cave. The voices were all he could recall.


  Rael rose to his feet with arduous effort. His mangled limb dragged behind him like a soggy tail. He estimated he was about four miles from the mountain base. The nearest village was ten miles away. Rael scoured the area for temporary shelter as the rain began to patter and thunder exploded. His future was defined by the note in his pocket and the curse on his leg. Rael’s fate was nothing but sand in an ethereal hourglass unless he found a way to remove the insignia upon his flesh. With hope the singular beacon driving him to safety, Rael rallied his courage and set his mind to beating the odds.
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  A pedestrian jam in front of the Sorcerer’s Spindle impeded traffic, and Delilah Walsh had to circumnavigate half a block to proceed to her destination. She let out a string of incoherent invectives as an admirer rushed to get into Rael Sylverstone’s line of sight. The man slammed her into the side of a building, the brick corner bruising her shoulder. Wincing from the impact, Delilah rubbed her sore arm and glared at the vomit of people spewing out of the largest and most famous shop on Fashion Street.


  Most witches and mortals had little resistance to the gravitational magnetism of Rael Sylverstone. He changed the trajectory of a crowd with one charismatic glance. Khaos should have given him a third eye or twelve ears to quell the obscene compulsion he exuded, but no, Rael was near perfect. His handsome features, symmetrical physique, and towering height amplified the personification of his title, the Fashion Street King.


  She released a frustrated gust of air and marched toward the jeweler district. The famous amethyst archway loomed before her, and the morning sun refracted off the hexagonal crystals. Delilah marveled at the shades of purple that darkened at the center of the cavernous arch, blending the lighter tones toward the edge. If there was one display on Fashion Street more exquisite than Rael, it was the gem of Aequitas.


  The dirt road amalgamated into polished cobblestones. In between the sealed cracks, tiny treasures wended a river of rainbows that stretched the entire path. Carriages weren’t allowed past this point. Most buildings in Aequitas were uniform and two or three stories in height. On Fashion Street, the hodgepodge of artistic architecture emphasized the individuality of each shop owner.


  Delilah entered the Dragon’s Fire Bowl. Her destination was reached at last. Tinkling chimes greeted her as she stepped into the narrow entrance to the shop. Turquoise and coral strands of beads hung from elaborate sand dollar disks, giving the small area the impression of being under the sea. A second door was propped open to reveal the interior of the shop.


  A display of hand-blown glass pumpkins was to her right. The wall of products blended into various vegetable and fruit sculptures. As Delilah scanned the shelves secured to the perimeter of the store, a matronly woman bustled from the backroom to attend to her needs.


  “Mrs. Perkins!” Delilah greeted the craftswoman and wrapped her in a hug. “How are you today?”


  “Delilah! It’s a pleasure when you visit my shop. I’m doing well. What can I assist you with?”


  “Glass beads. The hat I’m mending is missing a flare for the dramatic.”


  “Oh! Lovely.” Mrs. Perkins took her hand and guided her to a wall in the far left corner. “Right this way. I have just the thing you need.”


  “You usually do.” Delilah chirped and followed her friend.


  Mrs. Perkins released Delilah’s hand and reached for a container of multicolored beads. “These can be sewn onto the hat or glued. Do you need the adhesive as well?”


  “No, I’ll be stitching them on, Mrs. Perkins. Thank you so much.” Delilah shook out a few beads from the jar. They were three-dimensional cubes with two small holes for a needle to pass through. “These are perfect.”


  “The color mimics a flame aura quartz.”


  Delilah’s lips curled with secret pleasure. “I noticed. I wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not.”


  Mrs. Perkins let a string of chuckles float into the air. “Glass has its own kind of magic.”


  “I couldn’t agree more. I’m not one to shy away from unusual materials for my designs.”


  “Just so, my dear! I’ll go calculate the price. Of course, you get the patron discount.” Delilah went to argue, but Mrs. Perkins anticipated her protestations. “I won’t have you paying full price. That’s not how we do things on Fashion Street, and you know that.”


  Delilah huffed a laugh and conceded to Mrs. Perkins’ generosity. “It’s polite to offer support. You’ve been kind to me.”


  “Everyone on this street helps each other. We’re a family. Our network of crafts cannot function without the little contributions we share.”


  “Isn’t that the truth? Unless you’re Rael Sylverstone.”


  Mrs. Perkins lifted her gaze from her calculator. “Now, what do you mean by that, dear?”


  Delilah fiddled with her toolbelt around her waist. “I think he’s unnecessarily flashy.”


  Mrs. Perkins had a twinkle in her pale gray eyes. “Mr. Sylverstone is different, but you cannot deny his shop is magnificent. Nor, that the witch himself is something to behold.”


  “Oh, please!” Delilah scoffed at the compliment most shared about Rael. “He’s got magic and a wealthy business. I bet he couldn’t mend a hole in his sleeve if he was mortal.”


  “Now, now.” Mrs. Perkins chided gently, “He keeps to himself and doesn’t cause a stir.”


  “Be that as it may, I have to wonder why he surpasses even the most clever and talented witches on our street.”


  Mrs. Perkins tapped a finger against her lips. “You know? I think I heard from Heidi, the shoemaker, that he’s from Scythea. They are the textile capital of the world egg.”


  “It explains his superior technique. I wonder why he decided to live here. Few Scytheans make a home in Libra. They are proud of their heritage and prefer to remain on their peninsula.”


  “Who knows?” Mrs. Perkins cast a dreamy look over her countenance. “Rumor abounds that his accent is like listening to music.”


  Delilah raised her shoulders in a noncommittal gesture. “Libra is so diverse it would be impossible to walk a block and not be exposed to the unique cultural blend that attracts people to our island.”


  “It wouldn’t hurt to peek at the competition.” Mrs. Perkins winked with a merry chuckle.


  “Oh, Mrs. Perkins! He’s not even in my spectrum of interest. I mend, embellish, and accessorize. Rael’s talents have no limitations, or so I hear.”


  “Ah, but there is a sense of pride that nags at you. He has you flustered, and that comes from deep admiration or fierce protectiveness.”


  Delilah crossed both arms over the counter and leaned on them with a huff. “It’s neither. I can’t get through the crowds whenever they clog up his shop. Despite his popularity, he doesn’t show up to any of the shop owner gatherings. Have you noticed him at the Princess’ Brooch? A witch like that is sure to stand out.”


  “Maybe he’s busy.”


  “Or maybe,” Delilah added with a touch of conspiracy, “he has secrets.”


  Mrs. Perkins tucked a salt and pepper strand of hair behind her ear. “Don’t we all? There’s one way to find out for sure.”


  “How?”


  “Invite him to our weekly gatherings at the Princess’ Brooch. Can’t hurt to ask.”


  Delilah debated over Mrs. Perkins’ advice. “I’m sure he will think it’s odd for a complete stranger to ask him to socialize.”


  “Maybe he’s waiting for a friend.”


  “He’s been here for six years!” Delilah protested. “Surely, he knows at least one person.”


  “We can’t judge a person by their schedule, now can we?”


  “I suppose not.” Delilah had to concede to common sense. Mrs. Perkins had a way of getting her hot-headed nature to resolve to reason.


  The edges of Delilah’s lips curled, and she resumed her conversation. “Alright, Mrs. P. You have made your point. I’ll try to be a little more understanding.”


  “There now, that’s the spirit. The beads are three silver libras.”


  Delilah collected her purchase and dug in her silk coin purse for the money. Once she paid, she hustled to the front of the store. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Perkins. I’ll be at the Princess’ Brooch tonight as usual.”


  “With a new friend in tow, perhaps.”


  Delilah turned before she gave herself away by rolling her eyes. “Goodbye!”


  Mrs. Perkins bade her a cheerful farewell as Delilah departed the shop. On the street again, she tucked the jar under her arm and guided her steps toward the inner circle of Aequitas. Delilah’s residence was right on the edge of the street.


  She had a one-story stone structure with a room for sewing, a kitchen, and a bedroom with a bathroom. Despite life thrusting her into hard times, at least she didn’t starve and had a place to call home.


  Lost in thought, Delilah did not anticipate the gentleman crossing the sidewalk. She went sprawling backward on her bottom, hitting the pavement and losing her jar of beads in the process. When she recovered her awareness, tears blurred her vision.


  “Oh, no!” Her body throbbed, the glass shattered, and her beads tumbled every-which-way. “No, no, no. Stop rolling!”


  A large, tanned hand started scooping at the beads that flew farthest. Delilah didn’t have time to connect the appendage to a face, too grateful that someone had stopped to assist. She held out her skirt, made a basket for the beads, and tossed a handful of colored glass into the fabric. People trampled the little squares, a few breaking under their boots and heels. One idiot trampled on her hand.


  “Ouch!” She cried and shook her stinging fingers. “Are you really that stupid?” She called out to a woman with a large pink parasol and two fluffy dogs.


  The woman didn’t stop to apologize or help pick up the beads.


  “Here’s more.” A deep, lyrical voice said while adding to the pile in her skirt.


  Delilah lifted her gaze and choked on the words she was about to articulate. The honey-bronzed complexion and smoldering hazel-green regard of one incomparably handsome Rael Sylverstone filled her vision. She bit back another scream of protestation. Out of all the witches and mortals in Libra, why did it have to be him?


  “I’m terribly sorry,” he went on, with sincerity lacing his exotic accent. “I didn’t see you.”


  That voice. That beautiful, musical voice threatened to undo her ire. It was like she was a knot, and he was tugging at the end, unraveling all her complexities into a linear feeling of the miraculous.


  Delilah’s face heated with frustration and temper, refusing to give in to the strange magnetism. “You? You ran into me?”


  His brows lifted in astonishment. His spectacular, large eyes widened at her accusation. “I beg to your pardon. I did not mean for your distress.”


  She narrowed her eyes, aiming all her venom at him with precision. “You should have been watching where you were going.”


  “I apologize. How can I make this right?”


  Oh, she was being unreasonable. She knew that. Her temper was legendary, and once it sprinted down a track, it stayed the course. It was a big flaw, perhaps a nasty one, but she was well in the thick of her passion. “You can start by being more sensitive to those who travel on this street! It’s so crowded around your shop that accidents are bound to happen.”


  “Ah, I see. I have tried to manage this problem, but it has yet to be resolved.”


  He was so doleful, the light-green and fawn blend of his stare hypnotizing in its candor. Delilah told herself to look away, but she couldn’t make her body obey. Her temper lulled, and she found herself relinquishing the spear of wrath and responding with more kindness.


  She sat down, wincing against a forming bruise, and scooped up the last of the beads. “When the crowds are thick like that, it makes it hard to view the surroundings.”


  “Yes, that seems to be the case. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.” He added with a pinch to his chin as he drifted into ample consideration.


  She wanted to retort that he should try harder to solve the mob spewing from his shop but was mollified by his equanimity. Instead, she responded, “That’s all right, I suppose.”


  “You are not injured, yes?”


  She gave him a look that suggested he might need to get his head checked. “My backside is going to be colored like an eggplant by this evening.”


  Rael rubbed the end of his bearded chin. “Come, I will bring you into my shop. I can call for a witch healer. You’ll be better by the next hour.”


  She should take his offer, she really should, but Delilah couldn’t afford a witch healer. “That’s kind of you, but I really can’t.”


  “It will take a few minutes, and then you will feel better.”


  “I’ll be fine.” No way was she admitting she didn’t have the funds to accept magical treatment. Delilah had her pride.


  “If you will not accept my offer, then how about I walk you to your home?”


  Delilah didn’t want him to witness her limping, but his last suggestion was more acceptable to her mood and financial situation. “You can walk me home. Thank you.”


  Rael held out his hand in support. Delilah hesitated, but then she realized stubbornly sitting in the middle of the street would cause further embarrassment. Grasping his warm palm, she rose to her feet and mouthed an expletive when her back tingled with pain. She hobbled a few paces, then gritted her teeth together and shoved the uncomfortable sensation aside. Delilah’s stubbornness knew no bounds, and she refused to appear weak, even when she clearly required help.


  Prideful and obstinate, she managed to walk the rest of the way. When they arrived at her small shop, Delilah turned so that her back leaned against the front door. Her muscles no longer hurt so much, and her embarrassment had dissipated. She was curious and earnest as she evaluated the witch that befell her prejudice.


  He surpassed her height by a few inches, and she was no small thing. Delilah was at eye level with most men. Rael was not broad of shoulder, but his snug lime-green jacket defined a torso that was no doubt fit. A seamstress knew these things.


  His ebony hair had a sheen of oil to keep it slicked from his face. The style was an unusual undercut, with the top layers long and the sides shorn down to a soft stubble. When he turned his head, she glimpsed a pair of scissors shaved down to the skin just above his ear. Three sapphire studs were pierced in each lobe. The earrings were connected one by one with a thin gold chain.


  He was a rogue, Delilah decided. A secret pirate lord masquerading as a tailor and luring unsuspecting damsels into his web of charisma.


  “Thank you, Mr. Sylverstone. I can see to my needs from here.” She was pleasant but dismissive. Delilah was independent and hated to have strangers linger in her personal space for too long.


  Rael cocked his head to the side, stroking his extended goatee from mustache to chin. “I do not believe I have met you before this day. How is it that you know my name? I have a very good memory for pretty ladies, and I would have kept a log of your enchanting features.”


  Delilah did not roll her eyes, but she contemplated it. She was no beauty. If anything, her features could be described as handsome. His flattery held no value. All it did was prove that he was willing to line his sentiments with sugar to sweeten her disposition. If he sought to impress her, then he would find seduction to be an erroneous way to elicit her good favor.


  Her next words were not meant to be jabbing, merely a statement of fact. “We have not met. Your reputation proceeds you.”


  His smile was devastating to her heart. It thumped a wild beat, one she desperately commanded to settle. She felt so contradicted in his presence. One minute she was riled and heated with temper; the next, she was unarmed and breathless. The battle of feelings, the change of emotional tides, was confusing and delirious. She was further discombobulated by that innate charm and magical accent. Again, that sense of unwinding, as if she were a renegade spool of thread, encompassed her sense of being.


  Rael leaned forward so that they were at eye level. “What does rumor say about me?”


  “That you are the Fashion King. You are suave and talented.” Truths tumbled over her lips, and she flinched, caught off guard. Her mind had conjured less flattering terms, but her mouth betrayed her.


  “Go on,” He crooned, his plump lips stretching further with amusement.


  “You are charming and talented with weaving.”


  “All true,” He admitted and winked his right eye.


  Delilah gripped her skirt because she could not cross her arms. She was precariously descending into a melted puddle. She reigned in her wayward will and stated, “You seem to lack any common sense in my estimation.”


  He straightened, and the abrupt motion accompanied a stern change of features. “I do not understand.”


  With confidence, Delilah stated, “Any person would know that allowing customers to block the street is a hazard and not courteous. I find you arrogant, Mr. Sylverstone.”


  Astounded, his wide lips parted. His thick brows arched while his lashes blinked. “Such strong words from a woman whose name I don’t have the pleasure of knowing.”


  “It’s Delilah Walsh.”


  Rael assessed her, his gaze taking in the measure of her personality and form. It was the regard of an artist appreciating a canvas. She’d watched other tailors adapt the same expression when embellishing their masterpieces. No doubt her countenance mimicked it when she was in the throes of sewing. She didn’t know what sort of picture he was painting inside his mind, but when he spoke, it was full of conviction. “Delilah Walsh. May I see you again?”


  Delilah jolted, taken aback by his request. “Why?”


  His ringed fingers unfurled in a gesture that suggested the statement was obvious. “You are intriguing.”


  She wasn’t sure what to make of that and cleared her throat. “I don’t think so, Mr. Sylverstone.”


  “Rael.” The ‘r’ vibrated, and it sent a ridiculous quiver over her skin.


  Delilah shuffled her feet, starting to feel like she was bewitched. She narrowed her eyes; maybe she was. For all his wicked purrs masquerading as dialogue, she was not swayed from her determination to keep her distance. “Rael.” She repeated. “I don’t think so.”


  “We shall see, Miss Delilah Walsh. We shall see.”


  With that last promise, he turned on the heel of his polished shoe and departed in the opposite direction of the inner circle. Delilah spun toward her door and unlocked it. She rushed inside and spilled the beads onto her work table. She collapsed onto a rickety rocking chair and combed her fingers through her wavy apple-red locks.


  “What in the name of Khaos was that about?” She mused and fanned herself with a hand.


  Rael Sylverstone found her intriguing. That could not be a good thing. The gleam in his green-hazel eyes unnerved her.


  Delilah grabbed a pair of embroidery shears from the table and snipped them in front of her face. She imagined cutting Rael’s pheromones, which suffocated Fashion Street and affected her judgment. Rael was lethal, and she wasn’t sure it was from his magic. There was an innate allure to him, a sense of liberation and a touch of daring. It was like looking over a waterfall and feeling the urge to jump off the cliff.


  Delilah shook her head to clear it from her encounter and shuffled over to her teal and gold sewing machine. She positioned her foot over the pedal and swished a swath of material into her lap. A portal of light from the circular overhead window cast a golden glow over her work station. Delilah bent her back so that her vision was in line with the bed slide. The needle punctured the silk hem, the music of the gears diverting Delilah’s strange musings into the productivity of altering the hem.


  She guided the material, her hands a seamless motion that mimicked the rhythm of her foot. After twenty minutes, the hem was sealed in place, and she draped the dress over a wooden mannequin to inspect her work. She circled the display, tapping her chin. The blind hem stitch was flawless, leaving no visible marks. The satin gown draped to a tulip shape with no bunching or length issues. She loved the A-line pleats that accentuated the curves of the mannequin’s thighs.


  Delilah fluffed the ruffles at the scoop neckline and double-checked the seams under the armholes. She tested the zipper to ensure it was effortless when taking the garment on and off. Satisfied with the gown, she crossed the room to the opposite wall lined with various fabrics.


  The shelves were arranged by the style of fabric, then by color. Delilah reached for a roll of periwinkle silk as the front door squeaked open. She forgot to oil the hinges, and it produced a horrendous announcement when anyone entered.


  “That door sounds like a cat died with a screeching owl caught in its throat! When are you going to fix that?”


  Delilah dropped the fabric roll onto a bench and scurried to the front of her shop. “Felicity!”


  Her best friend pivoted from the entrance as a gorgeous lady wandered over the threshold. “Khaos, save us from that door! Hello, darling. You look sassy and delectable as usual.”


  Nirvana, her other best friend, wrapped her in a hug before turning to tsk at the door. Felicity planted her hands on her hips while her heart song landed a kiss on Delilah’s cheek. Felicity and Nirvana had been partnered for five years and were the most dependable and enthusiastic of Delilah’s inner circle of friends.


  Felicity swished her wheat-blonde hair over a shoulder and pointed at her window frame. “You haven’t changed that monstrosity either.”


  Nirvana puckered her gold-tinted lips and narrowed her round brown gaze. “I think it’s supposed to pass for a curtain, darling.”


  “It is not a curtain. It’s a rat hide. Delilah, we simply must talk about this work space. Your customers are going to flee to the Sorcerer’s Spindle.”


  Delilah hissed at Felicity. “The eye candy can’t match my skills.”


  “Eye candy, indeed,” Nirvana let out a pleasurable sigh and batted her ebony eyelashes.


  Felicity wrinkled her pert nose. “I’d be jealous if I didn’t know you were utterly devoted to me.”


  “Of course,” Nirvana wrapped her arms around Felicity’s waist. “As for Rael, one should appreciate what Khaos crafted to perfection.”


  “Oh, without a doubt.” Felicity agreed, and they exhaled again with gleaming smiles.


  Delilah shook her head at their antics and perched on the end of the worn wooden table. “This is my personal space. I don’t think people are coming here for the interior decoration.”


  Nirvana ambled to a bench and rested with her back against the wall. The sunlight made her earthy skin tone shimmer from the dusting of powder she used for make-up. “This coming from a designer! Sew the material behind you.”


  Delilah pinched the bridge of her nose. “That material is for customers, not personal use.”


  “It couldn’t hurt,” Felicity persisted.


  “I work in organized chaos!” Delilah darted her interest to the various elements comprising the room and took note of their qualities.


  Crystals in various colors and sizes littered window sills, shelves, nooks, and crannies. Books were heaped in piles in the corners. A tea cabinet filled with cups, saucers, and herbs had been left open. One of the panels had separated from the top hinge. The curtains were old and beige, but who really looked at them? Despite the clutter, her floor was clean, the furniture was organized, and her workstation was fairly neat. It wasn’t a complete disaster.


  Delilah planted her hands on her hips. “Let’s go back to the part where you suggested my clients are leaving for the Sorcerer’s Spindle.”


  They looked at each other, and Delilah swore a witchy mind-to-mind heart song communication was passing between them. She didn’t exactly understand heart songs, but she did have a small inkling of what magic could do.


  “What?” She demanded. “What am I missing?”


  Felicity crossed the room and gripped her hands. “We cannot be one hundred percent certain of the rumors. It’s been bantered that Mr. Beckerton is going to be shutting down the smaller businesses to divert customers to the Sorcerer’s Spindle.”


  “What?” Delilah felt light headed. She sat down while she processed the information.


  Nirvana added, “He’s already the worst overseer out of all the streets in Aequitas. Well, not worse than the Taxidermist, but darn horrid. He doesn’t manage our economy well and gambles the taxes away on Blood Street. I can’t believe the royal courts haven’t elected someone else. Anyway, he’s decided to capitalize on the Sorcerer’s Spindle, and that’s going to cut off small businesses.”


  “I pay the rent! He can’t refuse to take my money.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Rumor has it he won’t report anyone to the royal courts for their yearly license if they make less than two thousand gold libras a year. You will be thrown in jail for illegal transactions if you don’t have a license and practice your craft for monetary gain. Since the overseers procure the license, he has all the power over the businesses on Fashion Street.”


  “I know,” Delilah groaned and felt nausea swirl in her stomach. She earned a little over one thousand libras a year. She would get sacked for sure.


  Felicity sat down beside her. “It’s probably not going to happen.”


  “One more reason for me to dislike that pompous tailor with his monstrosity of a shop.”


  “It’s not Mr. Sylverstone’s fault,” Felicity insisted. “It’s that black-hearted Mr. Beckerton.”


  Delilah fisted her hands, the knuckles turning white. “Rael is running us little folk out of business. How could it not be his fault? Ever since he built his shop, Fashion Street hasn’t been the same. People used to love the intimacy of our customer care. Now, it’s all about how prestigious clothes can be. They want to feel like a princess and have the product within a week.”


  “Mortals love when witches produce miracles.” Nirvana teased from the other side of the room.


  Felicity draped an arm around Delilah’s shoulders. “It’s not set in stone, Delilah. It wouldn’t hurt to start thinking about remodeling your sewing area to boost your clientele.”


  Delilah nodded her head, feeling dejected. “I’ll try.”


  “Excellent! We have to get back to the shop, but we’ll see you at the Princess’ Brooch tonight?”


  Delilah perked up at the mention of their weekly haunt. “Yes!” Then her mood soured as she remembered her run-in with Rael. “Well, I’ll play it by ear. I fell on my way back from Mrs. Perkin’s glass store. I might be sore.”


  “Oh, dear! Are you okay?” Felicity fussed and tried to discover which part of her was injured.


  Delilah batted her attention away. “I’m fine. It’s a little sore. I’m sure I’ll be fine by tonight.”


  “Let us know if you need a witch healer.”


  Delilah felt her features soften at the suggestion, even if she couldn’t afford it. “I will.”


  Nirvana rose and motioned for Felicity to follow. “We hope you do come. Love you!”


  “Love you, too,” Delilah called out.


  Her friends slipped out, and Delilah was left with the silence of her shop. This was all she had in the world. Her parents died in a freak accident when they were on vacation on the southern coast of Libra. They were hiking when a rockslide knocked them down a mountain. Their bodies were found weeks after the incident when Delilah insisted on the local authorities searching the area they were visiting. One of the divination witches working with law enforcement located their remains. It had been four years since their passing, and Delilah had to pick up the pieces of her life and carry on.


  Her father had a mountain of debt from not paying taxes to Mr. Beckerton. She didn’t know why. He was a kind man with a savvy business mind. It disturbed her to the core of her being to find out he had that secret. No matter what she did to uncover the cause of his negligence, she returned with more mysteries to solve. Even his private journals did not elucidate the reason for the steep debt. Some mysteries were taken to the grave.


  The shop had to be sold, her parents’ bank vault emptied, and Delilah had to work off the rest. Mr. Beckerton tacked on eight percent interest and continued to hound her for money to make up for the years her father slipped through the cracks. He was a shark in bloody water where she was concerned and threatened to shut her down at the slightest provocation.


  Delilah’s entire life was invested in the asset of her building and the bleakness of her finances. She’d be on the streets, scraping out of trash cans for food and befriending the stray cats without Mr. Beckerton’s support. She couldn’t even find a job with another seamstress or tailor because Mr. Beckerton controlled them, too. He blackened her reputation with the debt and had laughed about it. She could try to find work on another street in Aequitas, but Fashion Street was her home. Who was to say Mr. Beckerton’s influence didn’t extend to the other overseers? The debt would follow her unless she fled Libra. That seemed a bit extreme when she was able to survive, so long as she paid her dues.


  Delilah didn’t breathe a word about the debt to anyone. It was why her friends didn’t understand why her workroom was so shabby. Without the little discounts that the other business owners gave to each other, she’d be in worse condition.


  A tremendous sigh escaped, and she strolled to her wall of fabrics. Delilah picked up the periwinkle roll of satin and brought it to the table. The heavy shears clanked as she cut the material. Delilah might not have much, but this little scrap of the world egg meant everything.
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  Rael stuffed his hands in his pockets and strolled down the street toward the Sorcerer’s Spindle. A group of women passed him on his left, and their instant admiration was nothing new. Ever since the mysterious spider sigil was sewn into his skin, his aura had intensified.


  This was perhaps the reason why he felt the urge to become better acquainted with the mortal Delilah Walsh. Odd though it may be, Rael liked her honest, abrasive personality. He couldn’t remember the last time someone spoke to him like he was more than an object of desire. She was a bit rude, but it didn’t bother him when compared to the usual simpering crowds. Her sage-green stare was so direct and piercing that Rael felt diminished by it. There was magic in her assessment, and it liberated him from the hedonistic sheen of his curse.


  He arrived at the Sorcerer’s Spindle and entered through a side door. Spinning wheels serenaded the seam engineering room. Part of his magic was lured by the scrying nature of the wheels. The motion of the thread design and operation sought more than the potential of a new garment. It reached the fabric of the universe.


  Rael ignored the prophetic call and cast a glance at the spools already spun and treated. Multicolored bundles of thread were piled into enormous baskets along the walls. Rows of sacks were filled with cotton tufts, hemp strands, dried bamboo pulp, and clumps of wool.


  At the end of the factory was the greenhouse. The noon sun illuminated the glass encasing the plants he cultivated for thread fibers. The leaves were so vibrant a green they glistened as the sun beamed down from a cloudless sky. On the other side of the room was the terrarium for the Scythean brown spiders. The entomology witches guarded and cared for the precious specimens. The spiders were key to Rael’s wealth and gave him an edge over the rest of the textile witches on Fashion Street.


  Satisfied fiber production was in order, Rael passed beyond a steel door at the end of the factory area. He entered his private office that was set off in the rear of the building.


  This small sanctuary allowed Rael privacy from the throngs of worshippers and a place to rest his leg. He flopped onto a plush armchair behind his oak desk and yanked up the left side of his pants. The metallic fixture strapped to his calf itched and pinched.


  Rael unbuckled the straps holding the mold in place. The steel brace fell to the floor with a muffled clunk. He stretched down to massage the aching muscles of his mangy leg. Most people were so fascinated by the charisma his magenta aura projected that they did not suspect he had a limp. Oh, he concealed it well, but after a long day, Rael could barely hobble to his home a block from his shop.


  This impediment was why he did not attend any of the gatherings at the Princess’ Brooch. He’d been asked countless times over the years by his fellow Fashion Street friends and shop owners. The effort to cross the road and make it to the tavern was too great a feat.


  The curse itched and tickled as he passed a hand over the mark. The fibers vibrated as if they were aware of every cell in his body. As if the spider brand could crawl right off his skin and watch him. He hated the thing. Even when he scratched at the puckered scar, the sensation of a thousand fire ants marching between the layers of his skin still existed. It was a miracle he maintained any sanity from the constant affliction the scar heaped upon his mental well-being.


  He propped his foot onto the edge of the desk and glowered at the disfigured concave that never failed to disgust him. Rael was lucky the spider venom had been extracted, but he did have random bouts of illness. The scar was a surface reminder of his trials, but the internal conflict was more profound. Once you teetered on the edge of death, it dogged you until the final descent. Today was a good day compared to the unpredictable two thousand days he had after his fateful journey from the Arachnid Mountains.


  Rael watched the black sigil shudder like it knew what he was thinking.


  He tugged down his trousers and covered the offending curse. Slouching in his chair, Rael dropped his foot to the floor and rested the tips of his fingers on his forehead. The gesture mimicked his weary soul, and he succumbed to the quiet reflection his isolation provided. His eyelashes fluttered shut, and he tried to force the unfortunate happenstance of his life out of his mind. No matter how many books he studied, how many people he interviewed, or what experiments he tried, nothing enlightened him on the solution to ridding himself of the curse.


  Not a single witch had any information on the magical spiders concealed in the Arachnid Mountains. Scholars knew the witch spiders existed and that they were sentient, but those facts were the extent of the research. Anyone who ventured into the nest of the witch spiders did not come out. Rael was the first survivor that anyone was aware of. The more answers he sought, the more questions arose.


  Rael should not have gone to the Arachnid Mountains unprepared and arrogant, but he was a tenacious and free-spirited witch. The prospect of weaving magic silk had been too great a temptation. He was suffering for his folly now.


  Well—


  Not entirely.


  Because of his discovery and survival, Rael was the first fiber expert to weave witch spider silk. That cloth had saved the life of his friend, Xephriel Maxis. The fact stood that until he detached the tattoo on his skin, a medela, or healing witch, could not restore the muscle and tissue of his calf. He was stuck with the make-shift metal brace for the foreseeable future.


  If he could remember that day then perhaps the solution would reveal itself. When he drifted to that pocket of his mind, all he could recall was the mysterious women bickering inside the cave.


  Perhaps the venom had affected his memory.


  It was a puzzle. A massive, frustrating riddle of events that plagued him as surely as the festering curse.


  Rael dropped his hand and blinked open his eyes. Dwelling on the impossible was not going to resuscitate his memory or his hope. All it was going to do was burn him with the conviction that he must leave no stone unturned in his quest for answers. If he continued to be swamped in agony and suffocated by lusting attention, he might abandon common sense and hazard the journey to the Arachnid Mountains once more.


  He paused and slid open a hidden drawer inside his desk. Slipping out an aged sheet of paper, he read the terms of his curse. Whether he liked it or not, the spiders would be coming for him.


  A knock roused him from his musings. “Enter,” He called and tucked the secret away.


  His assistant poked her head around the door.


  “Yes, Valine? What can I do to you?”


  She blushed dark red, and he rewound his words, trying to isolate which one he messed up. Libra wasn’t his first language, and he often stumbled over the nuances that changed the entire meaning of the sentence. Valine took it all in stride, even though he was oblivious to what had caused her face to flush. She coughed across her fist and took a deep breath before addressing the reason she sought him out.


  “Sir, Xephriel Maxis is here to see you.”


  Rael’s melancholy dissipated, and he straightened in exuberance. “I’ll receive him here. Thank you, Valine.”


  Rael didn’t bother to refasten the metallic brace. Xephriel was aware of what occurred on the journey to retrieve the witch spider silk for his clothes. They were bonded in friendship and brotherhood from their shared experience and the importance of what the silk cost them both. A moment later, the bone witch entered the room and shuffled to the far corner.


  Xephriel had a magic condition that produced an empathic nature that was dissonant with other witches. It amazed Rael how Xephriel blended into the shadows and seemed to almost disappear. Part of that mystery came from the magic in the witch spider silk. It had camouflage properties. Because of that unique characteristic, Xephriel’s aura didn’t send a strong signal to Rael’s witch senses.


  The bone witch fidgeted before articulating his reason for seeking Rael. “I would like to commission another outfit. One that is more—formal.”


  Rael spread his arms, and his friendly voice boomed across the distance. “It shall be done, my friend. Anything you want, I will create.”


  Xephriel cleared his throat and tugged on his sleeve, retreating farther into the shadows of the office. “I would like an outfit I can wear to the opera.”


  Rael narrowed his eyes as his senses sharpened. “It is unlike you to frequent places where you will be confined in a crowd. What has changed to make you so bold?”


  Xephriel tugged on the other sleeve. He murmured, “I met my heart song.”


  “Praise, Khaos!” Rael shouted and launched to his feet. He realized too late that his leg wasn’t braced and stumbled against the desk. Righting himself and perching on the edge, Rael said, “Congratulations.”


  Xephriel’s features were hidden by the hood of his jacket, but his indigo aura flared at the praise. He cleared his throat before delivering a quiet reply. “She’s relieved the empathic curse. I can touch her.”


  “That’s wonderful news. I will design a garment that is worthy of this occasion.”


  “Could you find a way for parts of my face to show? I want her to have a full view of my eyes.”


  Rael waved a hand to dismiss the concern. “Nothing is impossible. I’ll need to take your measurements.”


  Xephriel inched toward the center of the room, his entire body rigid as his aura darkened. He hated to be touched, even with the protection of the spider silk. They shared that fear. People groped him without permission because of his curse and the augmentation of his aura. It lured them against his will. Rael worried one day the admiration might turn feral. Neither liked crowds, but Xephriel usually avoided them. Rael was too proud to fold his business and seek a life of solitude. He tolerated the occasional bold clientele and passersby, but it was an inconvenient stress he wished he could do without.


  Rael turned to retrieve the brace and strapped it on. It gave his friend a few minutes to compose himself. Once the brace was in place, Rael strapped on his toolbelt and drew out a white measuring tape. He aligned the end with Xephriel’s shoulder and stretched it across his arm to his fingertips. He mimicked the action on the other side. Xephriel held out his arms at Rael’s instruction for another calculation. Once Rael jotted down the numbers, he slipped the tape about his friend’s chest.


  To distract Xephriel from his empathic discomfort, Rael conversed, “You’re the same measurements, but I like to be accurate. A suit jacket is a little different than the one you are currently wearing.”


  Xephriel took meditating breaths as his stomach, waist, and hips were calculated next. Rael had trouble rising after he knelt on the floor, so he skipped the legs. The length could be fixed with an assistant after it was sewn.


  Xephriel asked, “Will the witch spider silk work for this type of outfit?”


  Rael straightened and rolled the tape, then jotted down the numbers on a pad of paper. “Yes, of course. That is not a problem. I will weave the threads differently and add panels to stiffen the fabric. If anything, you will have more protection with this design. What to do about your head.” The last part came out more musing as Rael’s mind shuffled through possibilities.


  “Could you make a hat?” Xephriel suggested.


  “Yes, but not one of those bowler hats or a fedora. You are not a man who likes to make a statement.”


  Xephriel grumbled under his breath, “I make one anyway.”


  Rael angled his head to the side. “I understand how the world views those with a mysterious presence. My own people have enough superstitions to reinvent religion. Do the clothes not help to blend the bone magic with the etheric field?”


  “They do,” Xephriel admitted, “The clothes also draw attention to my reserved personality. I can’t win. Either the world is frightened because of the intensity of my bone magic, or they are suspicious because they can’t get a read on what type of witch I am. People are going to fear death, but it would be nice if I could walk down the street without half the pedestrians scurrying to the other side.”


  Rael pondered that. “Perhaps I made a mistake with the design of the hood.”


  “How else would you have covered my head?”


  Rael snapped his fingers and began to draw on the pad of paper on his desk. “I have just the thing for your night out with your lady love.”


  “What is it?” Hope colored Xephriel’s tone.


  “A flat cap. The symbol that’s designed for the weave in the hood is easy to stitch into the hat. The collar will be right against your throat, unlike your current attire. I can double up the magic wards on the throat. It will strengthen the pulse points in your body. If I get this right, then other people won’t even notice you. It will be as if you are invisible.”


  “Can you really do that?” Xephriel breathed as if he was presented with a miracle from Khaos.


  “I think so,” Rael scratched at his bearded jawline and let the creativity of his mind explore the prospects. “Each symbol is woven to connect with the place of magic resonance throughout your body. They align when you wear the clothing, and it creates a circuit of enchantments through the fibers. Adding more symbols should tighten the bonded elements we’ve gathered to produce the overall effect of your clothes. In conjunction with the intricate spider web pattern, it will nullify your aura to other witches. The style should be more palatable to sensitive mortals.”


  Xephriel crossed his arms and tapped a finger against his bicep. “I’m concerned about my face being so open.”


  Rael twirled the pencil between his fingers. “What if I covered the lower part of your face? Would that make you feel comfortable?”


  Xephriel’s shoulders sagged. “I wish I had the confidence not to hide at all. I should want others to know that I have a heart song and have pride in that phenomenon. Getting past all the years I had to fear the world is a difficult hurdle to jump over.”


  Rael glanced down at his mangled leg. “We all have our trials.”


  Xephriel turned his chin so that he appeared to have Rael in his direct line of sight. “I am sorry about what obtaining the silk cost you.”


  “Ah, but I gained the most precious thread in return. You were generous in sharing that knowledge with me. We are both in possession of rare magic. I don’t regret how that treasure came to be in our care.”


  The bone witch tugged on his sleeve again and inched back into the shadows. An acceptance and resignation of what they both suffered for the spider silk. “When will the suit be ready?”
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