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The Kingdom of Libra on the Island of Khaos

In the Capital City of Aequitas

5,023 Years After the Creation of the World Egg






  Amé Floreo, an erudite vegetation witch, lived in her rose-pink plant shop on Soul Street. “Seeds of Love” was painted across the azure signboard in stunning gold calligraphy. White gingerbread trim gave the three-story structure a beguiling ambiance.


  Inside the welcoming shop, Amé bent over a wooden worktable in her research lab. She squinted at the magic flower mate doing its damndest to evade her scalpel. “Hold still, please. I need to collect your seeds.”


  In rebellion, the head of the mutated orchid jerked to the right. The crimson salverform petals fanned outward, like a shepherdess bonnet, and the stamens wiggled in protestation. The stem swiveled as if it were dancing, and she watched as the leaves bent inward. Amé planted her hands on her hips, mimicking the obvious gesture. She glared at the cheeky Rogue of Fire flower mate as it copped an attitude. It was evident that the plant was a juvenile.


  Witch-made plants had a degree of cognizance, and communicated through intuition or telepathy. Amé’s flower mates were unique; the only species of sentient plants to exist on the Island of Khaos. Magic and non-magic blossoms had been cross-bred to produce flower mates that walked, talked, and interacted with mortals and witches.


  She braced her hands on the edge of the table and narrowed her earthen-brown gaze. The Rogue of Fire orchid, a type of flower mate designed to bring out carnal appetites and a blatant disregard for rules, bobbed from its buried roots to its stigma. It receded a fraction, deceptively showing deference, but without warning, it shot forward and dispensed pollen into Amé’s face.


  Amé coughed as she sucked in a mouthful of yellow dust and waved her hand in front of her face. “Now that was uncalled for,” she admonished the flower mate.


  She was rewarded by the petals curling inward, covering the ovary, and refusing to part with its seeds. Unreasonable. That was the characteristic the client had asked her to replicate. It was clear that she had succeeded. Amé challenged nature, and now she was arguing with a stubborn orchid that wanted to drive her into a frenzy.


  Annoyed by the adverse opinions of the Rogue of Fire flower mate, Amé grumbled, “Cease this display of protestation. I’m getting those seeds, and I’d like to gather them with your cooperation, if you don’t mind.”


  With a flare of her green magic, her instructions were infused into the plant. Resigned to its seed-collecting fate, the Rogue of Fire flower mate obeyed and opened its blood-red petals.


  Under normal circumstances, the customer would be given the seeds to grow themselves, but this was a new species. She wanted to be sure no botanical issues arose as it grew. The seeds would also be valuable research material, and additional merchandise she could stock.


  Angling the scalpel toward the ovary, she made a cut, then held the hole open to collect the seeds with tweezers. “I know it isn’t comfortable, but it will feel better in a couple of hours. Your cells regenerate at a rapid rate. You’ll be as large as a melon by nightfall, and the cut will be completely forgotten. I’m going to send you on to your mortal mate now that I’ve collected the seeds. Safe journey. Try not to go overboard with your rakish personality.”


  The petals swayed, and a warm red glow radiated through the veins of the flower mate. Amé added a cup of plant food, a dash of bone powder, and two cups of water to the pot to help speed up the healing process. She wiped her hands on a rag and departed the room to begin her day of selling.


  Her flower mates had begun as a curiosity, a way to solve the questions of ‘what is true love and how is it obtained?’ The project had transformed into her greatest achievement.


  Amé had various premade seeds for convenience, but most of her orders were for a unique flower mate. The most popular was the black dahlia. When it bloomed, the black dahlia produced petals the color of the night sky. The flower mate caused sweet heartbreak through profound catharsis. Though the black dahlia evoked excruciating emotions through the love match, it also gave the sower a perception of rebirth. They were able to seek love in the real world after purging whatever bondage was in their hearts.


  Amé was strict when communicating that her services did not deliver true love. Clients had to sign a contract to purchase a flower mate. One seed per person. No refunds, no resales, and no coming back in six months for a different seed personality or species. Amé cautioned her customers about becoming obsessed with fantasy. Real, binding emotions occurred in the world with people. She was selling a way to learn about the heart’s desires; a way to access the deepest secrets of love and explore unknown possibilities. She was not custom-designing a life partner.


  Amé parted the curtains of her display window. Soul Street’s pastel buildings were lined up in a hodgepodge of architecture. She watched a few pedestrians stroll by her shop. Their gait was lethargic as they enjoyed the start of the day. Bookshops, cafés, and nick-nack boutiques opened their doors for business. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a customer enter the building to her direct right. The Humerus, a bone consultation establishment, was as conspicuous on Soul Street as the full moon was against the night sky.


  The Humerus was a charcoal-black, two-story structure with exquisite crimson plate tracery. An intricate system of skeleton parts decorated the architraves and peeked between the painted bricks. As mysterious as the morbid beauty of the Humerus was, it did not compare to the bone witch proprietor who lived inside. Xephriel Maxis, was an enigma.


  His mysterious personality was pronounced by the distinctive hooded coat he wore. As black as his house, it shielded him from the world, and caused Amé to suffer with ferocious curiosity. Xephriel was a reticent witch, but always offered a small wave of greeting when their paths crossed. She had caught a few murmured salutations over the years, but his conversations never lasted beyond brief social politeness. Most of them were so quiet and slurred together, that it was difficult to discern if he spoke a language at all. He was a bit weird, but she liked Xephriel, and made a point to encourage their acquaintanceship.


  Her mind shifted from the peculiarities of her neighbor and returned to the preparation of her business. She fussed with a cluster of daffodils and took a whiff of a wine-hued lily on the tiered display pedestal. Languid tendrils of baby ferns brushed her cheek as she turned away from the window. She flipped the sign hanging on the door to show that her store had opened, and proceeded toward a corner to grab a broom to sweep.


  The bells above Amé’s door chimed. A mortal woman, for she emitted no signature magic aura of a witch, strolled through the doorway in a pale yellow, silk gown. Decorative ties interlaced at her bust, and the lines of the chemise dress flowed to her ankles.


  Amé came over to assist the woman with her browsing. “Good morning! What brings you into Seeds of Love today?”


  The woman turned in her direction and blinked as she responded. “Good morning! I was admiring the beautiful crystal hearts along the window frames of your shop and thought I’d look inside.”


  “The crystals were a gift from my grandmother when I bought this shop. She said they would bring me luck, devotion, and clarity.”


  “Wow, what a lovely story. How long have you been a florist?”


  Amé let the memories of Seeds of Love color her tone as she replied, “Seven years. It’s been an absolute joy.”


  The woman gazed at a morning glory on a nearby shelf. “That’s wonderful! You know, I’ve never bought a plant before. I’ve received them as gifts, of course, but I thought I’d choose one for myself.”


  Amé listened to the woman articulate her purpose for visiting her shop, then gave a decisive nod. “Yes! I think I may be able to find a companion for you. May I ask for your name?”


  “Companion?” The woman straightened from her examination of the flower, “What do you mean?”


  “Oh! Flowers are like people. They desire friendship, loyalty, and love. Caring for a plant reveals a whole new piece of the heart. Just like a friend, don’t you think?”


  The woman’s eyelashes fluttered as her lips shaped a small ‘o’. “That is a beautiful sentiment. I love how you describe plants. My name is Martha, and I’d be happy for your assistance as I choose a plant companion to take home.”


  “Martha, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Amé. This shop carries magic, and non-magic, plants. We can browse whichever you would like. I’d like to know a little about your lifestyle so I can discover which plant will suit you best.”


  Martha untied her straw hat, letting the ribbons fall around her shoulders, but did not remove it from her head. Tapping her chin, she pondered, “Well, let’s see. I have three lovely children: one girl and two boys. So, I like to have sturdy and enduring things in my house, in case one of them gets too rowdy. My husband and I have known each other since we were adolescents. He’s still as charming today as he was when he asked to court me. We have a cat who loves to play with mice, and brings them to me as presents.”


  “Sounds like your home is full of joy. I can envision a companion for you that will be forgiving if you do not water it right away, and will survive if the cat or children knock it over. Let me see what plants I can offer you.”


  Martha’s eyes crinkled with mirth at the edges as she said, “I’m in no rush. I look forward to whichever plant you think will be a good fit. Although, I request it is a non-magic selection.”


  “That is no problem,” Amé assured, “There are plenty of plants to choose from.”


  Amé moved about the room, listening to the whispers of various flowers and saplings. She stopped by a shelf of exotic mings she had received in shipment from the kingdom of Aurum. A Dwarf Ming Aralia tree chattered to a mini Han Orange tree, as Amé debated which plant would suit Martha best. She stroked a leaf of the Dwarf Ming Aralia, and it made a whimsical sound in response.


  “Do you wish to go home with the lovely Martha?” She asked the Dwarf Ming Aralia and picked up the potted tree.


  “Are you speaking to the plant?” Martha’s seafoam-green gaze widened.


  Amé explained, “Plants have a unique language, even if they are not witch-made. Vegetation witches can interpret those messages with their magic.”


  “It does seem like a special gift.”


  Amé leaned her ear toward the small tree, and a few leaves reacted to her magic by brushing against the side of her neck. “Oh, good. We have a match. Your Dwarf Ming Aralia tree would like to go home with you, and would appreciate it if you found a windowsill that allowed for the most light in the house.”


  “Will I—Will I have to speak with it?”


  “No need to worry. Plants are resilient and intuitive. You will know what to do, even without hearing what it says. Now, you should water it once a week. It can go longer, but don’t let the soil get unbearably dry. Keep it in direct sunlight. It will be fine in the winter so long as it can access a lot of light. It won’t grow fast, so you will not have to prune it regularly.”


  Martha inched forward and reached for the plant, “How wonderful!”


  “Yes, I believe it is a great match.” Amé placed the Dwarf Ming Aralia tree between Martha’s hands.


  “How much is it?”


  “Four gold libras, please.” Amé was delicate when delivering the price. Some plants were more expensive than others.


  Martha did not seem to mind the price and said, “I’ll have to be careful with it.”


  “No need to worry,” Amé assured her, as they wandered to the cash register. “It is an enduring plant. You will have it for a long time, and your lifestyle will not daunt it. I think it will embrace the excitement.”


  Martha shuffled to the front counter to set down her plant. She opened her purse and selected four gold coins. “Thank you for all your help. I am so happy I decided to come into your shop.”


  “It was wonderful to meet you, Martha. I have cosmetics and skin products, too, if you wish to come another day and look around.” She indicated to a display shelf full of her signature lavender collection.


  Martha tapped her index finger against her lips. “Yes. Let me look at those, too.”


  A few minutes later, Martha departed Seeds of Love with one Dwarf Ming Aralia tree, a box of lavender skincare products, and one tonic for her hair. Amé counted five gold libras and two silver libras, totaling one hundred and ten libras. She plopped the money into her cash register with a small, reflective smile.


  After shutting the cash register drawer, she strolled over to a fountain where she kept a watering can. Dipping the small container into the basin, she filled it, and turned to hydrate her plants. Amé listened to their murmur of pleasure as moisture soaked into the soil. Blossoms and leaves leaned toward the sunshine to suffuse their chlorophyll with light.


  Grabbing a bucket containing plant food from behind her counter, she measured half a cup full and poured it into the first pot. Once she was finished feeding her saplings, flowers, and shrubs, she swept the floor and dusted her counter surface. Another chime from the bells above her door signaled a visitor.


  Sylvia, her best friend of twenty years, marched through the doorway in a flourish of cheer. Her pink witch aura glowed over her café au lait skin, and a sweet harmonious chord struck against Amé’s senses. Witch magic responded to like beings in both intensity of color and resonance. The sound that emitted now was a sign that not only were their personalities compatible, but also their auras.


  Amé blinked at Sylvia. For a moment, she thought she noticed a flicker of orange, but it was gone before she could identify its significance. Perhaps it was a trick of the light.


  Sylvia greeted her from the middle of the storefront. “Amé! How is my favorite person in the world egg?”


  “Am I ranked above your husband?” Amé teased, and leaned the broom against the wall so that she could hug her friend.


  Sylvia wrapped her arms around Amé’s shoulders and gave a tremendous squeeze. “You and Beaux are equal in my heart. It’s lovely to see you. Just like every day since our mothers had tea for the first time.”


  Amé leaned her head against Sylvia’s shoulder. “Two decades of friendship and it’s still going strong.”


  Sylvia pulled away and delivered a wink before she said, “I look forward to seeing you at Witch’s Brew for lunch. I have a surprise for you.”


  “Oh? What is it?”


  “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you!”


  “Can’t you tell me now?” Amé pleaded.


  Sylvia crossed her arms and buzzed her lips once, “I want you to try to guess. You love puzzles.”


  “True,” she conceded, and gripped her chin as she mused, “I like mysteries, and nothing excites me more than riddles and games.”


  “Don’t forget the little wooden pieces designed to drive a person mad!”


  Amé chuckled at Sylvia’s description of a jigsaw puzzle. “Those too! I like geometry and organization. What can I say? The pictures turn out so beautifully, once you get everything in the right spot.” She pointed to a wall where a framed picture of a cactus hung, “I did that one last week.”


  Sylvia feigned a headache and rubbed her temples as if she were in a dramatic play , “Imagining all those little oddly shaped bits frustrates me.”


  “Well, good thing I’m the puzzler then.”


  “Yes, and I love that part of your personality. I must be off! I have to open the restaurant with Beaux.”


  Amé gave Sylvia another hug, then peeked around her shoulder as another customer entered Seeds of Love. “I’ll see you later.”


  Sylvia broke away, “Have a great morning! I’ll see you at lunch.”


  As the new witch customer looked about her storefront, a magenta aura radiated around his body, signaling he was a witch. Like animals sensing intent, witch magic behaved in a similar fashion.


  A slight vibration tuned to Amé’s magic, and her witch sight sensitized to the etheric field. As her aura signature adjusted to the other witch, a temporary discordance screeched in response to the two magicks colliding. A pleasant monotone settled between them, and Amé’s witch instincts recognized the customer was approachable.


  “How can I help you today?” Amé asked the witch, and he turned to her with equal affability.


  He disclosed, “I am here to find plants to enhance my studio space. I was told you are the best at matching the appropriate plant to the desire of a customer.”


  Amé felt pride at hearing her skills were appreciated. “Thank you. I would also like to thank whoever expressed their sentiments to you.”


  “Dorothia Thackary, my younger sister, has a lovely greenhouse filled with flowers and shrubs from your store.”


  Sudden recognition elucidated the witch’s identity, “Oh! Mr. Thackary, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Dorothia has always spoken highly of you.”


  “She does enjoy your company, and your plants.” Mr. Thackary took off his gloves and put them in his pocket as he perused a shelf of potted roses.


  “She mentioned you were a painter,” Amé enthused, and watched as Mr. Thackary made a turn about her shop.


  Amé noted he had similar features to Dorothia. They both had sandy blond hair that was fine and soft. Rosy cheeks added a youthful quality to their countenances, and cheery blue eyes mimicked a tropical lagoon.


  Mr. Thackary faced her as he said, “Maybe we can show each other our crafts. You can assist me in finding beautiful flowers, and I will share a picture with you the next time I visit Seeds of Love.”


  “You’re very kind, Mr. Thackary. I would love to see one of your paintings. Thank you for offering to share your work with me. Let’s see what I have in the greenhouse.” She turned on her heel and padded toward a bright bubble-gum pink door that led to a back courtyard.


  As they entered her greenhouse, a pleasant mood flowed between them.


  The area was spacious, but it was still half the size of what she required to truly house all the plants she wished to sell. She had to pay a little extra rent for the construction she dug out behind her building, but it was worth every silver libra. Twirling among the aisles of plants, Amè held out her hand and waved to encompass her collection.


  Mr. Thackary took in the plethora of vegetation encased in the glass area, “I can see why my sister is so envious of your shop. Most of these plant selections I have not seen before.”


  Amé pointed to her latest investment. “I’m waiting to install the newest solar technology on the roof panels. I won’t have to hoist the delicate plants up to the second floor during the winter months anymore.”


  “We don’t have much of a winter here, thankfully. We’re lucky if it ever snows. I imagine the conditions of the island are ideal for growing flowers.” Mr. Thackary brought his interest to her again and strolled farther into the greenhouse.


  “My plants aren’t complaining, and neither will I, once I get the panels in place.”


  He remarked, “Indeed, I would think it’s convenient to have all the plants in one spot year-round.”


  She ran a hand over the leaves of a tiger lily and looked up to meet Mr. Thackary’s gaze. “Without a doubt. Let’s resume your shopping. I have a lot of vibrant and inspiring choices, but some of the plants can require a lot of care and delicate handling.”


  “That will not be a problem. I would like to take time away from my work to rejuvenate my ideas. I think caring for a few flowers may help stimulate my artwork.”


  “How about a pot of Bleeding Hearts, then?” Amé swished between the rows of plants, not minding the hem of her pink gown getting muddy and wet from the damp ground.


  Mr. Thackary’s lips turned down a smidge, and he scrunched his eyebrows at her preference of flower. “I do not have the expertise you do, Miss Floreo, but why did you suggest such a melancholy name?”


  “Oh, but they are not a woeful flower in the least! They are one of my favorite magic flowers. Bleeding Hearts are a vivid pink, and beat with a steady rhythm from their style. When they wilt, their petals secrete a red dye. If I’m being bold, you could use that natural pigment for your masterpieces. They can be very finicky. Do not disturb them, and make sure to pay close attention if they need to be repotted. You will need to pair them with other flowers because they do not bloom long, but when they do, you will surely be inspired.” She indicated to the Bleeding Hearts, hidden among hydrangeas and magic canary flowers.


  Mr. Thackary peered over her shoulder, “Wow, they are extraordinary. I see that the other pot has a few flowers dripping with the nectar. The color will make an exquisite dye. I will take a couple clusters of these.”


  “Let me get a cart for your choices. I’ll be right back.” She paused at the end of the greenhouse and rolled a wooden wagon in Mr. Thackary’s direction.


  After settling the flower pots, Amé turned down a row to show Mr. Thackary the Verbena. “I love the variety of colors Verbenas produce. I cross the species to get as many shades as possible in a pot. Verbena adds a lot of artistry to a room. They attract butterflies, and need full sun. You can water them once every couple of weeks, but make sure there is a way for the pot to drain. You will also have to cut off the dead blossoms regularly.” She drew a pair of shears from her apron pocket and snipped off a flower at the base of the pistil to demonstrate.


  Mr. Thackary placed two Verbena clusters next to the Bleeding Hearts. “I like these as well. One more, I think. How about a flower that calls to my witch soul?”


  Amé wheeled the cart, counting four aisles across from her position, and directed her path toward more of her witch-made plants. She came to a flower that mimicked the sun. Strands of orange light flowed through saucer-shaped petals, and the center stigma blinked like a firefly. Long, lanceolate leaves bowed outward, and a thick, sturdy stem about twelve inches high, held the blossom head in place. Citrus and sugar nectar combined to give the flower its unique perfume.


  “This is called a Sol flower. It emits the light it soaks up. The more sun it gets, the stronger its scent and magic. It will get more yellow, or more orange depending on the season.”


  Mr. Thackary leaned forward and sniffed at the anthers of the Sol Flower. “How do I care for it?”


  “I will send a list of instructions home with you. This one will need to be sprayed with water instead of the soil being drenched. It needs constant sunlight year-round. It is a delicate flower, so do not re-pot it. Let it do its thing.”


  “Excellent. I love all the selections we’ve made today, and I’m ready to conclude my purchase.” Mr. Thackary helped her roll the cart to the front of the store, while Amé carried the Sol flower.


  They entered the shop again, and Amé calculated the price of each plant, filled a bag with nutrients, a bag with the soil she made for magic plants, and then waited while Mr. Thackary placed his purchases inside his carriage. Mr. Thackary handed her a total of three hundred and fifteen libras. Amé deposited the coins into her cash drawer before waving farewell. As Mr. Thackary trotted off down the street, Hennley, her apprentice, entered Seeds of Love.


  Hennley Redding was a rosaceae witch (they specialized in roses and flowers related to them), though she was marvelous with all plants. She attended classes at the witch academy in the morning and then apprenticed in Amé’s shop until four in the afternoon. Amé adored Hennley and was grateful for the help.


  Hennley wore a deep-red cotton gown that heightened her freckled complexion. Slipping an ivory-crocheted satchel off her shoulder, Hennley plopped it on the counter as she greeted Amé. “Good morning, Amé!”


  “Good Morning, Hennley! How were classes?”


  Hennley scrunched her nose. “Professor Nettle is strict and stuffy. He makes foreign language class boring. I did learn about the properties of belladonna in my botany lesson though!”


  “Let’s hear what you’ve learned. I love to discuss plant academics,” Amé selected a glass cup from the shelf under her counter and handed it to Hennley to fill at the fountain.


  Hennley sent her a grateful smile and grasped the glass. Meandering over to the fountain, she tipped the lip of the cup into the trickling water. After taking a sip, she recounted her day. “It is considered a poison, but can be used in the hospital for sedation. It’s currently being studied for neurological treatments in the psychiatric ward. It has an anti-inflammatory agent that works for people with chronic pain or digestive issues. A lot of research is being used to construct a hybrid plant that is less toxic. You need to have a special licence to handle it. The biggest problem faced with belladonna, is that it is the main form of poison used to drug, kill, and control people. Unfortunately, deadly nightshade witches have caused the witch council to slow down its research and to place strict regulations on its usage.”


  Amé drummed her fingers on her arms as she recalled her poison lessons. “Yes, do not get on the wrong side of a deadly nightshade witch. They are the most fierce of poison witches. Although witches who study poisons and venoms aren’t usually evil, it’s a good idea to proceed with caution.”


  Hennley took a long gulp of water before saying, “There are a few witches who concentrate on poison in my school. I’ve only spoken to them during study sessions for botany class. They gossip about Blood Street. It sounds like a horrible place to live or work.”


  “Blood Street is one of those necessary evils the kings and queens ignore. They allow a witch like the Taxidermist to oversee the entire street. His vile magic is the reason the insanity wing in the hospital is overrun.”


  Hennley’s shoulders twitched in repulsion, and she set down her empty glass on a nearby table. “My parents have whispered about what happens on Blood Street. Necromancers, blood potions, and poison are a few professions they mentioned. I know about the Taxidermist by reputation.”


  “Most people are aware of his magic. He is a despicable witch. He sells enchanted suits made of witch and mortal skins on the black market. The magic hide sticks to a person and blends with their physiology, transforming the living person into the image of the dead one. That’s only one of his horrible talents.”


  “I’m going to be sick,” Hennley placed a hand over her mouth and worked her throat muscles as she swallowed.


  “Aye.” Amé brushed her fingers through her long mahogany tresses. “He is evil. Imagine walking around in someone else’s skin. The scary part is, you could be speaking to a person and have no idea they were an entirely different visage.”


  “How do you know so much about the Taxidermist? You’re a vegetation witch living on Soul Street. Blood Street is on the other side of the city.” Her lips turned down, souring her expression as if she tasted filth.


  Amé drummed her fingernails against the marble of her counter, “Before I developed flower mates, I was a herb consultant on Healing Street. I would dispense medicine in the incurable disease department at the hospital when they were understaffed. I haven’t renewed my witch potion license since I opened Seeds of Love. You can only work or volunteer at the hospital if you have a certificate from the witch council saying you are cleared to develop, mix, and dispense medicine to patients. I can’t go into details about the patients I cared for, but I can inform you that the Taxidermist’s magic put a lot of those people in the hospital.”


  Hennley grabbed Amé’s hand, giving it a light squeeze, “Your experience as a vegetation witch always inspires me. Those poor people! It must be terrifying to live with an incurable disease brought on by a maniac. I’ll be sure to stay far away from Blood Street.”


  “Not all blood, poison, and witches dealing with darker magic work on Blood Street. I have a witch acquaintance who owns a blood dispensary on Healing Street called Ichor. She helps people who need transfusions, or witches who have rare blood disorders. Be careful what rumors you listen to.”


  “Yes, Amé.”


  Amé waved her hand as if to clear the air of the bitter topic. “Enough gloomy talk! We have plants to attend to. I’ll be in the greenhouse until lunch. Holler if you need assistance.”


  “Will do,” Hennley trotted around the counter and slid out a ledger that had a checklist of things to do for the shop, “See you after lunch, boss.”
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  Xephriel Maxis clasped a bone cuff to his wrist as a glimmer of morning attempted to infiltrate his domain of darkness. The black curtains allowed for a modicum of sun to crack through its barrier and illuminate the consultation room. Even that small hint caused him to squint at the garish offense. Adjusting his silk hood over his eyes, Xephriel felt the magic of the witch-spider fabric work to shield his eyes.


  The bones embedded in his house flickered with indigo to match his aura, flaring as his magic overcompensated for the discomfort provoking his senses. It didn’t stop at his eyes. The way he processed the five physical senses was debilitating and overwhelmed his life. Everything in his environment was carefully constructed to minimize the intrusion of his condition.


  Born with deformed electrocytes, which were specialized muscles and nerve tissues that distinguished all witches from mortals, Xephriel’s magic organs and nervous system didn’t work in a typical manner. Instead of discharging volts of magic, he absorbed them. Additionally, his brain developed at birth in a way that triggered abnormal magical and physical responses. The main concern was with his empathic dissonance, caused by his atypical nervous system.


  He rarely interacted with witches, and when he did, he was swathed in enough bones that he could survive their aura’s resonance. Regardless of whether they were mortal or witch, sentient beings were hazardous to his overall condition. Unfortunately, he could not isolate himself to the extreme measures required to find ultimate peace, so he had to find ways to exist in a world that couldn’t be modified for his needs.


  The bones and the witch-spider silk covering his entire body assisted in giving him a barrier between the world, and all that sought to torture him.


  He slipped a necklace of snake vertebrae over his hooded head and crossed the room to inch the curtains into a more secure position. Satisfied with the dimness, Xephriel moved to his divination table to prepare for the day.


  The cherry wood was polished to the point of looking like a shimmering pool of blood. He had added paint to aid the atmospheric quality of his business. The crow bones within the table glowed white, each one set to form ancient witch runes.


  He set a glass bowl with a bundle of dried sage on the table; along with his box of divination bones. Most people came to his shop out of curiosity; a few to track down their lineage. Most came with the bones of their pets, wondering if he might be able to resurrect the poor creatures.


  Xephriel adjusted the silk gloves on his hands to ensure no part of his skin was showing. As he arranged a few rat skulls on a nearby display, his door opened and a flood of sunlight illuminated the space. He hissed as his eyes prickled and squinted, misting from the onslaught of sunlight. Backing into the shadows, he shut his eyes and panted from the dull throb inside his head.


  He collected himself with great perseverance and shifted to greet the woman who had entered for a consultation.


  A stab of torment and grief thrashed inside his mind as he absorbed the emotions of the woman. Fumbling inside his pocket, he gripped a large key made of bone and waited for the pain caused by this hyper-empathy to subside.


  Another shock of distress hit Xephriel, but now that he was aware of the mortal’s emotional state, he was able to redirect the energy into the Humerus. His magic may be backwards, but it did have a degree of control that worked in his favor. So long as he had bones, Xephriel could wield the innate gifts he possessed as a witch.
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