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Chapter 1

Valen wiggled his ringed fingers as his magic connected to the etheric field. A cocky tip of his lips suffused his features with arrogance. Magic crackled across his skin and pulsed in the center of his forehead. His pupils dilated, allowing his witch sight to view dimensions beyond imagination.

He rolled his shoulders and jostled his feet with anticipation as he sent his intentions into the divination symbols etched throughout his room. Most had been chiseled into the floor to create a spiral of incantations.

His red and blue auras infused his magic through the grooves of the hieroglyphics, and the holy language of the first witches responded. They rose into the air, accentuating the dual colors of his auras. The witch symbols hovered and spun around Valen’s ankles. A whirling wind from the etheric plane fluttered his boot laces and black cotton shirt. His long chestnut hair, streaked silver and white, blew over his shoulders. The dangling moon and sun earrings tinkled in his ears from the otherworldly breeze.

The wooden floorboards beneath his feet pulsed to the beat of a cosmic drum, and an anticipatory rhythm filled his soul. The center of his palms tingled with the connection to the divine. Khaos was with him, and the spirits were ready to impart their ancient knowledge. Valen flicked his hands for dramatic flair. A snap of his fingers stilled the magic symbols, and they glowed brighter in expectation of Valen’s subsequent instructions.

The last patron of the evening hauled up her legs as the planks beneath her feet rattled and bent. “Are they supposed to do that?”

Valen steepled his fingers before his nose, taking on an air of mysticism and importance. Mortals didn’t have magical vision, but they sensed the intense workings of Khaos. Physical manipulation of the things was easy to display, but the majestic light show would be lost on anyone not witch-blessed.

With a deep purr, Valen dropped his hands and waved them to encompass the supernatural atmosphere. “Do you want your answers, or shall I ask my floor to remain quiet?”

The girl clamped her mouth shut.

The night sky shone through the glass-domed ceiling. The nails in the floorboards creaked as immense magic was forced into the room. The violet candles guttered, and their wicks released tendrils of numinous smoke.

He raised his left hand, the pathway to his heart and soul, and drew down the magic of the moon. Beams of blue-white basked the divination table in sorcerous light. Embedded star sapphires shone and mimicked the constellations in the sky. The illuminated floating witch symbols rotated away from Valen’s feet and surged for the gems as he resumed his chant. The center of each sapphire shone and accentuated the constellation patterns within the table.

Valen opened a leather pouch on his toolbelt and scooped out nine round moonstone runes. He shook them, singing in the language of the first witches and bringing forth the spirits that would answer his call.

He spread his fingers, and the moonstone runes clattered on the surface. They rolled toward the glimmering sapphires, answering the call to Valen’s magic. Three constellations formed in the air where the runes had landed.

“Three runes have landed on the knotted cross constellation. Two on the cosmic pattern of the witch eye. Three on the prism. One rune is in between the star links. It could mean that the spirits find part of the message irrelevant. Three runes are facing down, so we must consider the obstacles that are preventing the full reading.”

“Is it bad?” The girl shivered, and her voice squeaked with anxiousness.

Valen lifted his pointer finger and wagged it back and forth. He clicked his tongue and divulged, “Do not be so quick to judge the universe. It can withhold information to guide you better. Fate is not defined by what we can glimpse but by the possibilities yet to come.” Valen leaned over and supported his weight on his hands pressed on the divination table. His tone dropped to an ominous rumble, “Good thing I’m looking at your present circumstances.”

“But, is it bad?” The girl insisted.

Valen rolled his eyes and shoved upward. He obediently resisted the urge to rub his temples, and a semblance of professionalism filtered through his exasperation. It was his sacred duty as a divination witch to deal with idiots--No patrons, they were called patrons. Valen smeared a smile onto his face, but his mind screamed a plea for mental sanctuary. He enjoyed his job, but he wasn’t great with patience or people.

Valen wiggled his shoulders to ease the sarcasm locking onto his form. One knee cocked, and he filtered his emotions to remain impartial during the reading.

“Are you going to do the reading?” The mortal whined when he took too long to find his inner placidity.

“Miss—” Valen rotated his hands to indicate the patron should insert her surname.

“Fauna. You don’t need to call me, Miss.”

“Fauna,” Valen proceeded with his expertise despite his ire. “The knotted cross constellation is the representation of loyalty. The spirit that rules that star pattern can exhibit stubbornness but is very generous when it comes to love and faith. The vision rune, the rhythm rune, and the harmony rune have landed on direct points in the constellation. It shows that the person is willing to adapt in order to necessitate peace within themselves and in their environment. The person understands the big picture and does not indulge in falsehoods or try to control their fate. In other words, with enough patience and love, the knot can be undone.”

“That sounds positive.”

Valen relaxed a bit as the reading progressed. “It is. The witch eye constellation attracted two runes. One rune is flipped over, so the meaning is obscured. The rune that is displayed implies an awakening. An act of the divine must take place before the person can reach their full potential.”

Fauna sighed and pulled at her ear. “An act of the divine indeed. Should have asked for a map to a witch-made object or a million gold coins.”

“I’m the interpreter,” Valen cracked his knuckles out of habit. “The person has room for improvement, which generates a sense of hope.”

“The last reading?” Fauna inquired with eagerness creeping over her features.

Valen pointed to the runes across the table. “Two runes are face down. The prism constellation commonly produces that result. The spirit managing that connection of stars doesn’t play well with others. If she doesn’t like what’s going on in the person’s heart and mind, she will not give answers. Rules are rules to her, and she won’t break the divine laws of the universe. Whatever is happening, the answer is being blocked for a reason. The growth rune is upright. That leads me to believe that there is time to change.”

“What does all of this mean for me?” Fauna leaned forward to examine the runes.

Valen cocked his head so that his ear was pointed toward the sky. He listened to the spirits as they imparted their wisdom. He translated for Fauna. “Your question was whether or not you and your mother could reconcile. It is not for you to seek guidance. Your mother must resolve her heart’s troubles before she can address the conflict between you and her. When the mind, heart, and soul are not in alignment, the individual cannot perceive the world with clarity.”

Fauna rose from her chair and stretched out her hand to shake Valen’s. “Thank you. I was unsure of what to do, but this has set my mind at ease.”

“Glad I could be of assistance,” He blatantly ignored the offer to touch the mortal.

Not taking the hint, the girl rounded the table and asked, “Why do witches have heart songs? I’ve always been curious about their connection.”

He stared at the extended hand and attempted to reach out, but his aversion to skin contact reared its ugly head. He retracted in revulsion and tried to hide the sensation of his skin pebbling. Valen had a massive issue with other people’s hands, mouths, and noses. Pretty much anything that collected germs was off-limits. People were gross. Diseases were everywhere. He cringed as he imagined all the cells exposed from that one humble gesture.

Instead, he walked away, dissolving the constellations hovering above the divination table, and collected his runes. Valen gulped around his discomfort, “That’s a question for another day, and it’ll cost you the same as today. Three gold coins.”

Fauna didn’t seem to get it was her time to go and approached Valen, ready to receive a firm grasp of acceptance. Valen fought a gag and stomped his foot to close off his magic connection to the spirit realm. His auras faded, and the floorboards no longer hummed with energy. The room was rendered in shadows from the blazing flames within the hearth. Even the moonlight was dimmer as his magic dispersed. All the while, Fauna closed the distance.

Valen was well on his way to a panic attack when a blast of air knocked Fauna off balance. She staggered against the wind. Her hair blew off her shoulders, and she raised her hands to ward off the random mystical onslaught. Valen peered over his shoulder at the spirit who came to his rescue.

Cimmeria, one of the first witches of Libra, winked as she held her palm out and continued to blow the mortal toward the exit.

Valen pivoted and addressed his heart song. “That’s enough, Cim.”

Cimmeria dropped her arm, her magic ceased its flow, and she blew him a kiss. “You’re welcome.”

“What was that?” Fauna scanned the room as she tried to figure out what was happening. Her hair was a nest of tangles as she retreated to the exit. “I’m gonna go.”

Fauna charged out the door and departed Valen’s divination chamber.

Cimmeria batted her navy blue lashes and approached him with a sway of her hips. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. Thank you for intervening. I don’t know why people in Aequitas insist on that stupid handshake ritual to conclude business.” His shoulders jerked from revulsion.

Cimmeria’s spirit form shimmered as she floated near the fireplace. A tinge of red radiated with her blue aura, signifying their heart song bond. Matching dual auras always meant a witch was fated and bonded.

Her reply was rudimentary and redirected the conversation from his phobic reaction. “It’s interesting how she inquired about the heart song. You’d be the divination witch to ask.”

Valen grabbed a cloth and scrubbed the divination table with disinfectant. “The irony hasn’t escaped my notice.”

Cimmeria conjured a file for grooming her nails. He had no notion of where she magicked it from as she smoothed a scarlet-painted thumbnail. She mused with a smack of her lips. “Forming a heart song is such a rarity. I’m surprised mortals even know about it. Most witches are ignorant of the phenomenon until it happens.”

Valen swiped his hand across the surface as he explained, “Mortals are educated about witches in their academy. I’m sure one of their textbooks mentions it. She was young enough that curiosity probably brought her here. Her initial reading had nothing to do with the matter. Perhaps that is why the runes were not as clear in their meaning.”

Cimmeria waved the file in front of her face. “The tone of her voice as she asked about the heart song was odd. My witchy senses were tingling. Most people have a sort of reverence when they refer to the bond, but she seemed detached. Like the question was posed with ulterior motives.”

“There’s no harm in understanding the heart song bond. I’m sure she will return and bring more money.” Valen wasn’t greedy, but he did like it when his business was lucrative.

Cimmeria tossed the nail file over her shoulder, and it disappeared into the ether. “Speaking of heart songs, when are you going to acknowledge ours?”

“I do recognize it,” He mentioned over his shoulder as he finished cleaning.

Cimmeria let out a sympathetic answering sigh and crossed the room to perch on his divination table. “Valen, I’m your fated mate. Your one true heart song. We’re supposed to be harmonious in every way, but you are creating discordance every time you ignore the different layers of our relationship. Pointedly, the romantic aspects.”

The crux of the matter was Cimmeria was dead, and he was alive. “If I open myself up to the heart song romantically, then I’m inviting trouble. The convergence of our magics will rupture the etheric field. Let’s not forget that having sex with souls has been known to lead to magic addiction. Romantic relations between the living and the dead are against Libra law. Do I need to go on?”

“I’m not requesting you do anything dangerous. A peck on the cheek or a friendly hug, anything is better than the distance you place between us.”

Valen leaned on a shelf of books opposite Cimmeria and tucked his hands into his pants. “The temptation I have for you would ruin us both. I want you more than I want anything in this world or the spirit realm, and it would not stop at a mere brush of my hands or lips. Better to have nothing than be consumed with everything.”

“I think I’d like being devoured by you,” She flirted and leaned on her elbows so her conspicuous chest pressed against her cobalt gown.

He diverted his gaze to the wall. “I’m going out.”

Cimmeria slipped off the table and ran after him. “Where?”

“Viper’s Den.”

She placed a hand on his chest. Valen stared down at the spot and didn’t dare move. His magic poured into their connection and brought forth a reality that was branding. Recognition struck a flint in his soul, and he wanted to wrap his arms around her. Hunger gnawed at him, and it took a tremendous amount of willpower not to give in to the compulsion of the heart song or his desire.

Cimmeria pleaded, “No. I hate it when you go to Blood Street.”

He slipped to the side, out of her range, and tugged on a pair of thin cotton gloves. “I’m going to play cards with Vis. I won’t be in the arena. Don’t worry.”

Her features were marred with hurt. “For a witch who makes a living off of giving advice, you are terrible at receiving it.”

“One of my many complexities,” He flicked a smile and shifted past her spirit form.

Cimmeria slid around him and blocked his path. “Can’t you stay here?”

He was desperate to escape. “If I stay, then we really will be kissing. It’s safer if I leave.”

“Stay. I won’t pester you about the heart song.”

Valen ducked out the door but didn’t dare glance behind. He had to remain distanced from her, or they’d bring the wrath of magic and its consequences down on their heads. “I care for you, Cim. Deeply. That’s why I’ll not cross the line I’ve drawn.”

Without another word, he took off toward Blood Street.

Valen listened to the clop of his boots on the pavement as he fled the disaster of his own making. One touch and he was undone. He couldn’t go on like this forever, but he didn’t want to face the problem either.

Valen operated on a fix-it-himself basis. He’d always had that quirk.

It was the cusp of spring, and the cold torture of winter clung to the air in desperate hope for one more bout of frost. The correlation between the weather and his mood was uncanny in its precision. Rain pattered on his head and shoulders as he crossed the inner circle of Aequitas. The climate in Libra was unpredictable at best, and during the spring season, it poured without much provocation.

He rushed toward Blood Street as the droplets fell in rapid succession. His boots were worn at the toes, and the heel was glued together. Moisture seeped in between the tattered seams and dewed his woolen socks. He could afford new shoes, but he liked the feel of what he wore. Valen was a creature of familiarity, and anything outside his level of comfort was obtrusive to the careful balance of his mental well-being.

Much like how he hoarded his feelings for Cimmeria rather than forge a path for their deliverance.

By the time he arrived at the Viper’s Den, he was soaked, and his feet were sore and freezing. Valen shook his arms, the action a futile attempt to dry his clothes. At least his jacket had kept his toolbelt dry. He shoved his shoulder into the door of the Viper’s Den and winced at the change in atmosphere. The accumulation of body heat tinged the putrid air and wrinkled his nose, but he welcomed the contrast to the chill outside. Smoke from incense and dubiously sourced rolled herbs fogged the rafters.

He inhaled the atrocity of the gambling den with as little effort as possible. Valen slipped a silk scarf out of a pouch dangling from his hip. He tied it over his face to prevent contamination of his senses. It was a strange dichotomy that the very thing that caused his phobic reaction was the balm to his frustrated state of existence. Despite the obvious repulsion of the dens, he didn’t come in contact with people. There was a room where divination witches could gamble with spirits outside the usual high-stakes tarot games. That’s where Valen liked to escape when it got too hard to maintain his convictions.

Valen ordered a pint of ale. His favorite was the house blend, which was dark, rich, and foamy. The glass of liquid decadence clunked in front of him, and Valen lifted it to his lips for a wholesome gulp. An appreciative hum reverberated inside his mouth, traveling down his throat until it thrummed in his belly. The perfect indulgence to partake on a chilled, wet night.

Cimmeria often chided that beer was not a substitute for meals, but what did she know? She was a soul, a fusion of energy that had consciousness but no body. Ale probably wasn’t even invented when she walked on the world egg.

He slipped out of his jacket. His lips bent down in distaste as the black cotton shirt clung to his chest. He might have ruined his leather jacket, but hopefully, it could be salvaged.

He thanked the bar tender and strayed toward the gambling tables in the next room.

Typically, tarot cards weren’t applied for games, but Blood Street witches corrupted everything they touched. Witches who lived on the despoiled street might argue that the lifestyle was liberating. Here in the gambling dens, you could win a brand new soul. Whether you liked the soul you received was inconsequential.

The Taxidermist had one house dealer per high-stakes table. Khaos save anyone who pissed off the overseer of Blood Street. Cheating, ironically, was a big ‘don’t even frigging think about it’ rule. The Taxidermist was a psychopath, but he had a code that no one understood or questioned. When you ran a street prevalent with monsters, you had to be a far worse creature.

Valen entered the designated area where witches and mortals could play without placing bets. He tossed his jacket on a chair in the corner and unclasped his tarot cards. He whistled as he gathered his hair into a stretchy tie on top of his head. The patterns, in conjunction with his intentions, signaled the contracted spirit he wished to summon. Out of his deck slid a black card that hovered in the air and swirled with magic at its center. This particular card had two axes crossed over a sun painted on the front. However, it was hard to view the depiction with the activated divination magic.

The tarot cards bridged the gap between the spirit realm and the physical plane, creating a conduit for Valen’s divination magic. Once a spirit was contracted, the card became their portal to pass through the etheric field.

The center of the card gaped from a spinning miniature storm cloud rife with supernatural electricity. From the hole in the middle, a pair of tiny hands gripped the edges of the card. The spirit shoved through the portal.

Vis, the spirit of strength and power, shoved his head into the physical realm and rolled out of the card. He landed in a crouch on the floor, no larger than a doll. His spirit form grew, muscles rippling as he rose to his full seven-foot height. His tanned bald head shone under the gaslights of the room. His orange aura blared over his spirit form. Vis’ amber eyes glimmered with the promise of brutality and merciless fatality.

When he turned his terrifying gaze to Valen, his features transformed into a cunning grin. “Valen!” He recognized the room and groaned, “Not cards! I was sure this time you would summon me for a glorious battle.”

Valen’s moon and sun earrings clanked as he shook his head. “Not this time.”

“There has to be another spirit you can vent your frustrations to,” Vis complained.

“There are one hundred and twenty-three other spirits I’ve contracted, but none of them are as entertaining as you.”

Vis flopped onto a seat and cracked his knuckles. “I admit that verbal sparring has its merits.”

Valen sat opposite Vis and grabbed the house cards from the center of the table. “Distract me. I have half a mind to ignore my sense of honor and find the Taxidermist to make a deal.”

“That bad?” Vis scratched at his tawny bearded chin.

Valen rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and shuffled. “I’m having trouble with Cimmeria. I don’t know if I can continue to deny the physical aspect of our heart song. The last part of the heart song ritual is sexual. We join physically to fuse the bond.”

“Doesn’t sound like the end of the world to me.”

Valen scoffed and tapped the cards on the table. “No truer words have been spoken.”

“Explain.”

Valen fanned the cards between his hands. “Witches usually charge their partners during sex. It’s especially potent with heart songs. Imagine raw, unbridled magic coming together with the intensity of the heart song but no vessel to contain it. Where does that energy go? Out. The last time a witch and a soul joined, the etheric field tore. The witch became addicted to the magic. His obsession with the soul caused a lot of problems. History names it The Great Rending. The witch council outlawed any living witch and a soul from forming sexual relationships. With Cimmeria’s power as a first witch, the whole spirit plane might rupture, and that’s bad news for the world egg. You see where I’m going with this?”

Vis snorted and scoffed, “Sounds like the best sex in existence. Where can I sign up?”

Valen shuffled the cards once more. “No. It is a recipe for disaster.”

“The heart song is meant to create ultimate harmony. It might have a positive impact.”

Valen slapped the cards on the table. “She’s a soul. Maybe the heart song will save me, and maybe it will make it worse, but I don’t want to risk it. I care about her. Everything 

I do is for our safety.”

“Might be worth trying.”

Valen cut the deck and divvied out the cards. “I’ve been celibate for thirty years. What’s another hundred?”

Vis choked on his surprise. “Listen. Let’s be honest. You’re taking this too far. People are meant to enjoy life, and you’re living like you’re dead. Get your head out of your ass, message the witch council, and get advice. Figure out a way to manage your magic. Whatever self-imposed torture you’ve got going on here has to end.”

Valen took a long gulp of his beer, swallowed, and let the glass clunk on the table. “I’d rather suffer with my wits intact. No matter which direction I ponder the scenario, it all leads back to her being dead and me being alive. The two existences are not supposed to meet.”

Vis glanced at the hand he was dealt. “Must be difficult to live with that kind of axe hanging over your head.”

Valen swiped his cards off the table and organized them. “Imagine bone witches being attracted to corpses or dream walkers invading minds for sexual gratification and companionship. I’m not the only one with problems. Poison witches overindulge in aphrodisiacs and other deadly plants. Blood witches cut themselves and drown in ritualistic baths. Witches hide all manner of sins. Magic can be liberating, but it can also fashion an unbreakable cage.”

Vis glimpsed his cards and then lay them flat on the table. “Don’t have sex with Cimmeria. Simple. Love her, be a mate, and stop this moping. It’s starting to ruin my afterlife.”

Valen rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “Simple, you say? Nothing about my feelings for Cimmeria has ever been straightforward.”

Vis selected a card from the pile and discarded one face up. “Your base aura is red. Complex feelings come with your soul’s composition.”

Valen nodded, discarded a card, and agreed, “Which is why I come to Blood Street. If anyone knows how to live with insanity, it’s these delinquents.”

Vis’s dark laugh preceded his next card selection. “I can’t argue with facts.”

“Looks like you are doing well,” Cimmeria leaned her chin on his shoulder and poked at his cards.

Valen jerked at her sudden presence. Heart pounding against his ribs, he peeked behind. “What are you doing here?”

She ignored him and ran a nail down the ace of swords.

“Greetings, First Witch,” Vis’s voice boomed from his side of the table. No surprise evident on his features. Valen supposed it would take a lot to ruffle the spirit of strength and power.

Cimmeria wiggled her fingers at the other spirit. “Who’s winning?”

“No one. We just started,” Valen grumbled.

He cleared his throat and brushed her chin off his shoulder. The gesture was meant to be casual, but a bit of ire filtered into his actions. Contrary as usual, Cimmeria didn’t slip into the cosmic pocket of the universe she inhabited. Instead, she swished her hips and perched on the edge of the gaming table.

Two slits in her cobalt gown ran up her thighs, and her position revealed the long shape of her tan legs. The front and back panels draped to the floor when she lifted her ankle to admire her glittering sapphire-encrusted shoes. Enough tawny skin was exposed that Valen choked and tried to cover it up with a cough. She arched her neck, shaking her cobalt blue mane down her back. The lights caused it to appear like cascading water from her head to the curve of her bottom.

She was a flirtatious distraction with an edge of danger.

“I’m out,” Vis announced and tossed his cards into the pile. His laugh as he disappeared into his tarot card lingered in the air.

Valen growled low in his throat and gathered the cards. He chucked them into the burn bucket and addressed Cimmeria. “You interrupted our game.”

She slid onto her side and propped her head on a fist. “Your game interrupted my plans for our time together this evening.”

Valen crossed his arms and leaned back, his gaze droopy and lazy. “You have my attention now.”

Cimmeria traced a finger on the table, dawdling as she formulated a response.

“Cimmeria?”

“Yes, Valen?”

He watched her seductive play. “You are flirting with fire, and we’re both going to get burned.”

Her navy lashes blinked. “Maybe I’d rather go down in flames than waste more of my precious eternity pining for all the things you deny us.”

Valen shoved out of his chair, yanked on his jacket, and left the gambling room. He pushed out of the den and stomped onto the sidewalk. Love was a difficult road to walk down, and Valen had been purposely getting lost for decades. He wanted to give in to his feelings, but the consequences were too great.

The rain pelted him as he marched toward his home. Valen yanked off the scarf and gloves and stuffed them in a pocket. His angry strides intensified his volatile mood as Cimmeria plopped a floppy hat on her head that matched her cobalt gown, hair, and brows. She was practically a blueberry with all the monochromatic synchronicity.

“We could go to the Bleeding Heart café. You love Aurelia’s coffee.”

Valen halted and spun toward her as the rain drenched him. “You’re persistent. What’s going on in your pretty mind?”

Cimmeria held her hand out to feel the rain, but she closed her fingers when none of the drops touched her skin. Well, the semblance of skin. She wasn’t corporeal in the way the mortal mind comprehended. Witches had a slight edge of understanding over the supernatural, but even with that added benefit, Cimmeria was an anomaly. She was half in his world and half in the spirit realm. The heart song gave her a stronger sense of the world egg, but she wasn’t alive. No matter how real she seemed, her death was always evident.

After a pause, she posed, “If you would accept the heart song bond, we could be more than this discordant mess of emotions.”

Rain weighed down his hair, and he pulled it from the tie. He didn’t care about being wet. Valen had things to voice to Cimmeria. “I want to feel everything with you. It’s all bubbling under the surface, and I would unleash it if it would change anything. All my acceptance will do is speed up the inevitable.”

Her multicolored irises reminded him of a nebula. Turquoise, purple, pink, and flecks of glittering gold surrounding the pupils blended as the gaslights from the road revealed her sincerity. “Khaos gave us a gift, and I don’t believe it’s impossible to find a way to balance the living and the dead. I’m tired of pretending so you don’t have to face your fears. I don’t want to watch you from afar anymore.”

He rolled his shoulders as a shiver worked through his body from the chilled rain. “What’s the point of releasing the dam on my love if it will hurt us in the end?”

Cimmeria’s lips softened in sympathy as she relayed, “This was fated. It was meant to be. Khaos doesn’t make mistakes but opportunities. We’ll figure out how to be together, I’m certain. You have to stop running away from it, though.”

He released his hands from his pockets and started walking. “It’s forbidden for the living and the dead to be together.”

Cimmeria ran after him, although she didn’t have to. Spirits transported themselves from one spot to another by blinking in and out of existence. They were raw energy and unrestricted by the confines of biology and the world egg’s physics. A piece of him admired how she tried to normalize her behaviors in order to fit in with his world.

Her blue and red auras radiated from her form like a star with her conviction. “What’s forbidden is the two of us having sex. I’m asking for your heart and soul. For affection and recognition. I want to touch you, but my determination is rooted in love.”

Valen ducked under an awning to get out of the rain. He glanced at the sky and grumbled, “Let’s continue this when I’m dry.”

He rushed to Divination Street as the sky deposited a torrent of water and wind. Cimmeria’s spirit form vanished while he sprinted the last block and shoved open the door to his house. The sound of two cellos resonated as she rematerialized, and their auras harmonized. Cimmeria lounged in an armchair by the fireplace, and she waved a hand over the logs to intensify the flames.

“Thank you,” He plopped down on the ground and let the heat replace the torment of the cold.

“You need to remove those clothes,” She gestured to him as he dripped onto the wooden floorboards.

Valen raised his brows. “I’m not tracking water through my house. Meager though it may be, I take pride and care in my dwelling. Besides, I’m not changing while you are here.”

“Why?” Her tone was innocent, but he had a hard time believing she didn’t understand the implications of their situation.

He frowned and wondered why she was so bold. “I don’t want you to be near me when I’m unclothed.”

“I’m your heart song,” She disputed and unfurled from the chair.

“All the more reason for me to build barriers between us.”

Cimmeria huffed and shot to her feet. “I’ll get your clothes.”

Valen threw up his hands. “Fine!”

He stripped his coat and boots. He wrung out his hair and unbuckled his toolbelt. He left the shirt and thick trousers on. His skin prickled as he dried by the fire, waiting for Cimmeria’s return.

She set the clothes in his lap and lingered by his side.

“It would have been helpful if you’d stopped the rain. You do wield magic through wind and water.” Valen waited for her to leave. When she didn’t effect an exit, he insisted, “Do you mind?”

Cimmeria reclined into the chair. “No. Carry on.”

He snorted a laugh that was not meant to showcase his humor. Sarcasm filled his words as he indicated his soggy body. “Well, I do. I’m freezing, Cim.”

She rolled her eyes and rose in a huff. “I’ll go. I don’t know why you are being so prudish. I could spy on you from my constellation if I wanted. A show of your finer qualities is the least I deserve.”

He growled in his throat. “Don’t you dare!”

“Kidding!” She cheered and winked. “I wouldn’t peek---much.”

He watched her fade into the etheric field, and when he no longer felt her presence, he stripped off the rest of his soaked clothes. He dressed in a dry cotton tunic and pants. Valen examined his jacket. It was a lost cause. He aimed and chucked the jacket into the trash bin. After hanging the remainder of his clothes over the chair in front of the fire, he searched the room for matches. His house had been updated to gas lighting, although he heard a rumor that new witch technology would replace the standard heating and lightning system soon.

“How about I brush your hair?” Cimmeria popped through the etheric veil with a comb.

Valen rubbed his face and cocked a knee as he adapted a casual stance. “I’m good. I need peace and time to think about how to proceed with our relationship. It’s obvious you won’t let this go until I find a solution.”

“Good. It’s about time you listened to me.” She eased the comb onto a shelf and pushed it away with her finger. “I’ll leave this here in case you change your mind.”

He placed his hands on his hips and asked, “What has possessed you? You are not usually this intense.”

She looked at her glittering heels that matched all the other blues that denoted her appearance, except her lashes, which were navy. The hat obscured her countenance as she said, “I feel something. In my gut.”

“You don’t have a gut,” He countered and waited for a better reason.

“I know! I can’t explain it,” She didn’t peek beyond that enormous hat. “It’s time to face the heart song and let the bond do as it wills. There’s a shift in the air, and I don’t know if it bodes well for us or not.”

“All right, Cim.” He dropped the subject because whatever had changed in the last couple of hours clearly empowered Cimmeria. Not that she wasn’t magnificent before, but she hadn’t taken charge. She had been content to let him set the pace.

“Do you need anything else?” Her tone was hopeful.

He was so tired. Rubbing the center of his forehead with the heel of his palm, he relayed, “I’ll be okay. Thanks, Cim.”

Cimmeria hesitated, then stood straight and adjusted her shoulders. She appeared primed to rally the forces of the universe. “I don’t believe Khaos would do us harm. You need to get out of your own way and let fate take its course.”

As he blinked, she vanished.

It hurt him to deny what his mind, body, and soul recognized as his match. Khaos, but he wanted to know what else there was to their heart song. He wanted to love Cimmeria, and he wanted to express that love in all ways. Frustration buried under his skin, and built a permanent residence.

He jumped to his feet and paced before the fire. He felt ruined down to the atoms of his being. The effort it took to deny the heart song was excruciating.

Glancing at the divination table, he was tempted to ask Khaos for advice, but no good came from tampering with one’s fate. A divination witch was taught from birth that accessing their magic for personal gain ended in the universe turning on them. He had enough problems without inviting more trouble.

It didn’t mean he didn’t think about testing his limitations. Even as Valen reminded himself of that fact, he felt unsettled. He needed to seek advice from a wiser witch, and he had an inkling who he should visit. He hadn’t gone to her because he liked to do things on his own time and pace. He’d always been that way.

He rose to head to bed, but as he shifted, the sapphires in his divination table blinked with preternatural awareness. A high-pitched note filled the air, and several glass bottles shattered. Valen was a divination witch, and premonitions were an intimate part of his life. He didn’t know what the universe was trying to imply, but he had the sense that denying the heart song may be as terrifying as accepting it.
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Chapter 2

Cimmeria paced the celestial home that designated her place in the spirit world. When she had died, Khaos stitched the stars together into a constellation and sealed her soul and fate into the spirit realm forever. Her memory was woven into the universe for those living on the world egg to view. She was as eternal as Khaos. Her essence was a fathomless depth of time and an endless horizon of consciousness. Every minutia of her being was scripted; even her gown and appearance would never change because they were intrinsic to her legend.

A spark in the ether jolted her from her reverie. Clouds of nebula billowed from a supernatural storm. The spirit realm was in unrest. It reacted to her mood or any changes to her soul. She was not supposed to deviate from what her story scripted. Forming a heart song was a monumental occurrence. It hadn’t struck a blow to the balance of the spirit realm yet, but recently she felt the harbinger of doom settle upon her soul.

A flash of light bounced off the end of her constellation. Her soul waned in and out, but she cast it off as a part of the storm. She flopped down and watched the nebulas coalesce with color and cosmic matter. Her soul sparked in response. Cimmeria stared at the turbulence of her soul and growled in frustration. In the distance, she heard a fizzle of energy surge through the spirit realm.

She had to calm down.

It was easier said than done, but Cimmeria managed to settle her emotions. She rolled to her belly and traced a finger through the substance of the southern star that comprised the constellation shape of a sailing ship.

She swirled her hand through the star to sense the piece of her soul sewn to the constellation. She usually found tranquility and clarity when she returned to her place in the spirit realm. Even the spark of luminous galactic matter, gases, and heat could not improve her mood. Her current state of affairs caused her to scorn the home she adored. If Cimmeria could claim her heart song, then she would not harbor such unnerving troubles.

“What bothers you, Cimmeria?”

She angled her head and noticed the witch that had been her partner when they had lived on the world egg. “Hello, Asteron.”

He smiled at her greeting and hovered in the space beside her. “Your sadness is heartbreaking. It is resonating through our connection here in the realm of Khaos.”

Cimmeria sat up, tucking in her legs. “It’s Valen. All we do is volley our problems back and forth with no solutions. I grow weary of the arguments and distance.”

Asteron gave a nod for her to proceed. He was wise, serene, and a discerning listener.

She brushed at her cobalt hair and confessed, “I wish he would trust me to speak with the witch council about our dilemma. They would surely listen to one of the first witches and impart their advice.”

Asteron sat beside her and rested his hands in his lap. “It’s not our world anymore, Cimmeria. We have to respect the laws of the living.”

Cimmeria groaned and rolled so that she hung off the edge of the star. Her glistening mane swished as she dangled her arms over her head. “It doesn’t make it acceptable.”

“There are more complexities and more people on the world egg than there were five thousand years ago. Magic is greatness, but it can also be terrifying. Laws are set into social structures to protect their people,” Asteron cajoled, and the dimples in his cheeks became pronounced as his lips stretched into an encouraging smile.

She glared at him and returned with a playful retort. “Why must you be sensible?”

Asteron dangled his feet over the edge of the star. “I am sympathetic to your distress. Logic does not always solve matters of the heart. Why do you wish to speak with the witch council? Can’t you resolve your disgruntlement with Valen without outside influence?”

Cimmeria squirmed into a sitting position and mused, “I believe they will have the answer on how to complete the last part of the heart song ritual.”

Asteron’s features lit with inspiration. “It didn’t occur to me that you might be compelled into copulating with Valen. Our physical desires are practically nonexistent when we die.”

Cimmeria’s soul brightened with her embarrassment. Having a conversation with her past partner about her current one was a bit of a stretch for her comfort level. She didn’t mind Asteron’s statement, but it brought to light how much she loved Valen and how she never had those feelings with the witch by her side.

She cleared her throat and murmured, “The desire for worldly things kicked in when the heart song was activated. It’s gotten worse the longer I’ve been connected with Valen.”

Asteron’s eyes widened in surprise. “Suddenly, your moods make perfect sense.”

She shoved at his arm. “You’re teasing me.”

He lifted his lips into a generous grin. “I am.” Growing serious, he amended, “I am sorry for your situation. Yearning for the living when one is dead must be heartbreaking.”

“Valen and I have been fighting the heart song’s compulsion, but I feel the toll in every part of my soul.”

She gestured to the storm in the distance. The spirit realm was unwell, and it was because her soul was tarnished with uncertainties.

Asteron mulled over her answer. He cocked his head to the side as he encouraged, “Tell me why Valen is opposed to seeking the witch council’s advice.”

Cimmeria dropped her hands to her lap and ticked off her fingers. “The law pertaining to living witches and souls forming a relationship was set up by the previous council. Divination witches were given particular attention since it was a witch of that nature who crossed the line with his contracted soul. He became addicted to the magic and obsessed with his spirit lover. The couple caused a magic rift that tore the etheric field, and things from our world drifted onto the world egg. It takes an incredible amount of magic to copulate with a soul. Most witches don’t wield magic that connects and influences the spirit realm. There aren’t a lot of magic types that can even visualize elements beyond the world egg.”

“Hence why it’s forbidden.” Asteron considered. “A few witches have a thicker electricus organ between the layers of their epidermis. It allows them the ability to touch souls, which other witches cannot accomplish. They are half in our realm, half in their world.”

“Yes. Their enhanced physiological makeup and unique magic traits allow them greater access to the spirit realm. Valen is one of those witches.”

Asteron stroked his chin. “Rupturing the etheric field is a pretty good reason to exercise caution. Getting addicted to magic adds fuel to the fire. Valen’s fears are warranted. However, I can’t understand why he holds himself in check emotionally. The heart song is designed to create harmony, and he’s instituting discordance on purpose. That can’t be good for your magic or his. What was done to the couple who engaged in a more intimate relationship and caused a rift?” There was a note of apprehension in Asteron’s tone.

Cimmeria hated this part of the tale. She braved the rest of the explanation, “The witch council ordered the epidermal layer that conducts magic to be burned, and the witch was admitted to the hospital for supervision. I don’t have more information on what happened afterward.”

“That’s barbaric,” Asteron’s face was a mask of horror as he processed what had been done to the witch.

“It is. They prevented him from touching the spirit, but the damage must have been severe. I understand why Valen is afraid. It is a terrible fate. I can’t imagine Khaos would bind us together in different states of existence if he didn’t have a plan.”

Asteron scanned the infinite expanse of space as he countered, “You could leave Libra and find a place where souls and living people are accepted. Then you could discover if the physical aspect is appeased when you copulate.”

Cimmeria rubbed at her forehead in frustration. “We can’t guarantee it will be better or worse if we leave. I’ve already suggested that route years ago. Valen wants to stay in Libra with his family. His mother is Cyronian, and she left the kingdom of Amundai with his grandmother during the uprising. Their family is deeply rooted in Libra, and it would cause great familial distress to leave. They abandoned their family names to stay safe in Libra. Valen is close to his family and loves them dearly. I respect the decision to remain in Libra. It won’t solve the problem with the etheric field rupturing from our magic colliding if we leave, either.” She pressed her lips together as she voiced the thought that plagued her daily, “I need a body.”

Asteron replied with no hope of a bright side. “There is no magic that can restore a physical form after the person has died.”

Cimmeria twisted her hair into a knot as she mused, “Not that we know of, at least. There are millions of witches on the world egg. Who is to say one of them cannot provide me with a physical form? Valen and I need to contact the witch council and ask questions. If they don’t have the answer, then at least we tried.”

Asteron cocked his head as an idea struck. “What about when one of the heart song witches dies? Doesn’t that count as a living witch and a soul having a romantic relationship? How do they interact without causing magical disruption?”

Cimmeria perked up at the promise of Asteron’s insinuation. “Perhaps there is a loophole.”

He motioned to the stars, “The heart song is the most sacred of all bonds because it beats in time with Khaos’ heart. When a heart song is formed, that pair becomes the embodiment of Khaos’ love. That perfect love is why the couple is harmonious. Their souls are so compatible that they are inevitable. To be separated, even in death, would be as disturbing as cracking the etheric field. The magic between heart song witches is dependent on the other. Who is to say that denying a heart song would not cause the same damage? The witch council might have a contingency in place. You aren’t the only heart song couple to exist in witch history.”

“There is hope,” She stated and rose from her perch.

Asteron drew his brows together in fierce debate. “Why hasn’t Valen mentioned any of this?”

Cimmeria paused as she prepared to fade out of the spirit realm and nibbled her lip. “I’m not sure. This might be the answer we’ve been searching for.”

As she faded out of the spirit realm, she heard Asteron mutter, “I wish you and Valen all the blessings of Khaos.”

Cimmeria manifested inside Valen’s home. Time passed differently in the spirit realm. It was now mid-morning.

He stood in the middle of his divination chamber with a mug of coffee in his hand. Valen was a creature of habit. He drank the same brew every day. He ate the same breakfast of cinnamon buns and orange slices. He might mix up his routine once in a while, but he could be relied upon to elicit a sense of familiarity. Cimmeria loved that about him. He was steadfast and comforting, and as she watched him, the problems they had to face felt less daunting.

Valen blew across his mug and greeted, “You’re here early. Did you sort out your gut while you were away?”

Leave it to Valen to insert sarcasm first thing in the morning. She shook her head in amusement and cut right to what she had to say. “I’d like you to be honest about why we can’t go to the witch council.”

He took a gulp of coffee, swished it around his mouth, and swallowed. “I have been honest.”

“Ah,” She narrowed her eyes and flicked a finger into the air. “I have had a bout of logic, and I think you are leaving details out.”

“Logic?” His lips tipped up into an affable smile. “All right. You have my attention.”

She tossed her blue hair over a shoulder. “Don’t be too shocked. I have been discussing my troubles with Asteron—”

He interrupted her and griped, “Not that witch.”

“Your jealousy is noted,” She sassed and formed her next words. “We deci—”

“I’m not jealous,” He complained and swigged more coffee. “Much.”

Cimmeria swayed her hips and linked her hands behind her back. “You have nothing to be worried about. Asteron and I are friends. He is a trusted advisor and a totally platonic companion.”

“He was created to be your partner. Khaos crafted him for you. You had children together, for Khaos’ sake!” More grumbling was regurgitated out of her range of hearing, but it sounded like he was listing possible curses upon Asteron’s head.

Cimmeria clarified, “I didn’t have a choice with Asteron. I was stuck with him whether I liked it or not. Khaos formed us both at the same time and left us to our own devices. We were so compatible as to be binary. It was like being partnered with myself but with a few biological differences. You are my heart song. My fated mate. I may have cared for Asteron, but it’s nothing compared to the love I feel for you, which brings me to my point. We were discussing the heart song, and I came to the logical conclusion that you have been bull-shitting me for years.”

Sarcasm slathered his tone as he voiced, “How is that logical? Bull shit is rather emotional if you ask me.”

“Simple. You have not addressed the heart songs that are separated by death. That has to be an exception to the rules.” She wanted to end with ‘take that’ but refrained out of respect for her dignity.

Valen didn’t respond. He crossed the room and set his empty mug on a small table. Without looking at her, Valen leaned against the mantle of the fireplace and scrutinized the guttered coals.

His long, wavy hair draped down to his torso. It was predominantly chestnut with streaks of silver and white. A testament to his mixed heritage. The strands of pearlescence marked him as a decedent of the primal witch that stepped out of the yolk of the world egg. The original witch became the example for all witches that Khaos formed.

Lyra.

Valen, like Artaria, had common ancestry with a bloodline that linked to the origin of the world egg.

After a moment, he pushed off the mantle and faced her with a grim expression. His narrow almond-shaped eyes were hooded by his brow bone. His lashes were white as snow and framed slate-gray eyes. His olive skin tone marked him as a witch from the Amundai region, but Cimmeria noticed the Han characteristics of his father. He was a gorgeous combination of cultures and heritages.
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