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  The Beginning to the End


  The Taxidermist snipped through the barriers dividing the universe’s infinite worlds. In his other hand, he sewed the seams of each dimension he passed through to keep the magical elements from unraveling and leaking into the wrong plane. With each cut of his enchanted scissors, the Taxidermist grew closer to his quarry. At last, a brilliant blue aura signaled to him from beyond the etheric field and he prowled through the final portal.


  Hesiod Meridian gasped at the Taxidermist’s sudden entrance in his office inside the castle. Shoving his chair away from his desk, stumbling in horrified confusion. “How did you get in here?”


  As if the Taxidermist would reveal such secrets. Jae Eun cackled on his shoulder and he brushed a finger over her head in affection. She was his entire world, and soon, all that he had been working for, would come to fruition. All he needed was a miracle, and a witch that could perform it.


  A wicked grin spread his lips, and the Taxidermist raised his hand toward Hesiod. “Bind,” he commanded, and a globe of dazzling magic formed, ready to do his bidding.


  Little trickles of white light danced upon the air from the Taxidermist’s spherical magic source, falling upon the other witch. The blue aura around Hesiod split into hundreds of strings as the dappled magic reacted to the Taxidermist’s intentions. Each strand of Hesiod’s blue aura wrapped around his form and tied him tight.


  Hesiod struggled against the bonds, but the one thing witches could not combat was themselves. It was why even the Witch Council would not dare to truly war against the Taxidermist. His command over auras put him as the apex witch in Libra, possibly the world. No one could defeat him, not even Nobeleace Dracaena or Artaria Veritas. If an omni-grim and the High Witch did not stand a chance, then no other witch would either.


  “You’ll be coming with me, Hesiod,” The Taxidermist instructed. Not out of courtesy, but to leave no doubt which of them was in charge now.


  “Never,” Hesiod shouted and his aura grew stronger. He attempted to combat the magic binding him to the Taxidermist’s will. This served no purpose other than to further seal him in the Taxidermist’s magical clutches.


  “I disagree,” the Taxidermist enunciated, his exotic accent precise and final. He rather enjoyed watching one of the witch council members squirm.


  Taking out his shears, the Taxidermist cut through the dimensions between the physical plane and the etheric field. It was invisible to all, except a few witches. Hesiod was one of them, and he garbled in fear at what the Taxidermist had just done.


  “It’s impossible. My knife is the only witch tool that can do that.”


  The Taxidermist scoffed, “You and the other council members are entitled fools. Your ignorance is astounding.”


  “What does that mean?” Hesiod snapped. His aura flared with his emotions and he wheezed as the strings squeezed him in their hold.


  “It means,” the Taxidermist crooned, admiring his shears like a trophy, “You are not the only witch in this world with the magic to do incredible things.”


  “If there are others that can do what I do, then why are you capturing me?”


  “Simple,” The Taxidermist mentioned. “They don’t live in Libra. I have no desire to search the world egg, when you are conveniently right here.”


  “What do you plan to do with me?” Hesiod demanded, his voice an emblem of authority even trapped by his enemy.


  The Taxidermist ignored him. It was time the witches of Libra cooperated or got out of his way. “I am magic. Endless energy that exists as surely as Khaos and all he embodies. Yet, even I have limitations. You brought a certain soul back to the living. I want that power to reconstruct a person that has been dead and lost their body.”


  “To what purpose? You don’t look like you are dying.”


  “It’s telling how you believe I ask for this knowledge for myself. Someone I love was lost to me, and you are going to be the key I need to finally correct that wrong.”


  “What do you know of love?”


  The Taxidermist’s mood sank with grief and fury. “That it never leaves you, no matter the sins you have committed. Do not flatter yourself into believing that love is a feeling relegated only to those proclaiming purity and righteous worth.”


  Hesiod fought against the tangle of his aura, but it was no use. His magic would betray him so long as the Taxidermist had control. Sagging with desperation, Hesiod pleaded, “Don’t do this. Please. What I did was under specific circumstances. If you try to force a miracle, it’ll kill me, or unravel the entire existence of the universe.”


  “Not my problem. Like I said, I am the master of strings and the power they conduct. I shall survive, even if this reality does not. In that chaos, I will form a new world. There I will live with the person who you will restore,” the Taxidermist said, and flicked his wrist. “Glide.”


  The blue aura glowed and Hesiod was levitated through the air, toward the portal. At the entrance, Hesiod managed to descend enough to dig in his heels and halt his momentum. The Taxidermist rolled his eyes, and stood behind the other witch. With a mighty shove, he sent Hesiod in between realms.


  Checking Jae Eun was still on his shoulder, he stepped through the mystical seam. Sewing it shut with his enchanted needle, he strolled through realms, until once again the Taxidermist was in his domain on Blood Street. Hesiod was dropped in the middle of his laboratory.


  “Now,” the Taxidermist baited, “I will extract what I need. Tell me, Hesiod, do you have a high pain tolerance? This next part is going to hurt.”
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  Chapter 1


  “Hesiod has gone missing,” Artaria Veritas, the High Witch of Libra, stated, worry crossing her face as she paced.


  Pilar glanced to her husband and espionage partner in the imperial agency. Bong Min passed a silent message to her as Artaria spoke the words that they feared.


  Contingency was their code should things go irrevocably wrong in Libra. It appeared such an occurrence had come to pass. His slanted, monolid eyes were that of the Han people, and they flicked to the door as if to determine their escape route. A spy always had an exit strategy, even in a place where they considered themselves safe.


  Pilar noted them, but shook her head no. It was not time for action. They must first hear out their mistress. She shifted her attention to Artaria, their chief of command. Bong Min moved closer, as if to assure Pilar that no matter what happened, he was her weapon and shield. They were a unit, forged through grit and trials.


  Artaria halted and reigned in her panic. She lifted her hands toward her face like she might wash the stress right off. In an attempt to compose herself, she conveyed, “I cannot be certain that the Taxidermist took Hesiod, but we should start there. He’s the most likely culprit. Bong Min, he trusts you. Go and see what you can learn from him. Pilar, go to Noble. You know what to tell him.


  Bong Min dipped his chin, but remained silent. He was like the shadows, visible but mysterious as he moved through the world.


  “Understood,” Pilar replied, and waited for her next instructions.


  “This situation cannot spread,” Artaria emphasized. “We must find Hesiod before anyone else has realized what’s happened. I haven’t even told the council, or the royals.”


  “You can count on us,” Bong Min replied with all the confidence of the top spy in Libra.


  Pilar gripped her partner’s hand, drawing strength from his presence, just as he did with her. “When was Hesiod last seen?”


  “Hesiod was in his office last night. When I went to give him the materials he asked for, for his research, he was gone. It is unusual for him to vanish without waiting for me. Searching his office did not present me with any useful clues to his disappearance. The Taxidermist is our most likely lead because of his interest in Hesiod of late. He’s been harassing Valen and Cimmeria at the dock and storming into the council chamber with his puppets.”


  Pilar gave a slight bow. They had their orders, it was time to execute them. “We’re on it.”


  “We’ll have information by this evening,” Bong Min chimed in.


  Bong Min was a double spy as the Taxidermist’s right hand. The Taxidermist often revealed things to him that would be passed to Artaria. It was intentional. Bong Min knew that the Taxidermist was controlling the flow of information, and allowing Artaria to believe she had the upper hand. The High Witch wasn’t naïve, but she used what she received to form her own counter strategy.


  Bong Min had been in the center of their war for four decades. If anyone knew how to navigate the politics of Libra, it was her husband.


  The Taxidermist didn’t trust Bong Min, but he didn’t consider him an enemy either. Both males had immigrated from the same province. Their shared culture and language bonded them, though the Taxidermist would never admit it.


  “Byeol might not abide by the same methodology this time,” Artaria cautioned, as their meeting came to an end. “Be prepared for a fight.”


  “Yes, High Witch,” they answered together.


  “Let us hope that Hesiod is found.” She did not have to add ‘before it is too late.’ Everyone in the room knew what was at stake.


  As Artaria hastened from her office, Bong Min and Pilar remained behind. After a moment, when they were truly alone, Pilar let her thoughts be known. “Contingency.”


  “Yes. Meet me at the docks after your discussion with Noble. We will not have much time after I deliver the news to the Taxidermist.”


  “Byeol has finally made his move,” Pilar interpreted. “The city will be in ruin by nightfall.”


  Bong Min gripped her around the waist and brought her close, so that their noses brushed from the action. “I love you. Be safe. I don’t know which of us has the more dangerous mission.”


  “Oh, you do, without a doubt.” She made light of the situation, but they both knew it to be the truth. Noble may be an omni-grim, but he was on the side of maintaining balance and peace. For now, anyway. The Taxidermist was on his own side. She plopped a kiss on his lips and whispered, “I love you. We will make it through this, the same as any other mission.”


  A lock of black hair fell over Bong Min’s right eye as he avowed, “We must.”


  She smoothed his hair and studied his stern features. Her caramel skin tone stood out against his sandy appearance. They had been through a lifetime of danger and love. They were from two different worlds, but forged together as an unbreakable force. Twenty five years of espionage, and Pilar still wasn’t sure which side would win the battle for more power. What was certain was the loyalty and love she shared with Bong Min.


  Bong Min released her and headed for the door. “I’ll stop by our quarters to let Iris know we must prepare.”


  “You know what to do if you need my help.”


  “Always, my love.”


  Pilar connected with his light-brown gaze and they felt their conviction like a living thing. This game they played never had a clear vision of the future, but it did have one certainty. Whatever the world brought into their paths, they had each other.


  Bong Min slipped into the hall, and then it was Pilar’s turn to hasten from the room. She compressed a panel in the wall, sneaked through a crack, and wound through the inner walls of the palace. The passages were not as secret as they were meant to be. Thieves discovered them on occasion and tried to infiltrate the castle. However, an imperial agent usually caught them before they could make it out of the courtyard with their bounty.


  Outside, Pilar hailed a carriage on Ink Street and gave instructions for Nobeleace Dracaena’s residence. He was an omni-grim who protected the city under the cover of a private investigator. He was eccentric, but there was no other witch more loyal than to the people of Libra and its balance of power.


  As the carriage bumped along the road, Pilar strategized how she would contact the first person in their contingency plan. Captain Wynd of the Cyclone’s Revenge was a tricky man to locate, and the only hope they had of escape. He was usually at sea, and it would be her luck that he might be out of reach when they needed him most. Valen and Cimmeria could track him down, but she’d check his usual haunt first.


  The Rowdy Rose on Market Street was the hub for most of the sea captains. They congregated there for their own network of spies and trades. For now, she must alert Noble of what occurred. Khaos help them all if Noble didn’t listen to Artaria’s orders. He wasn’t the most predictable witch, but he hadn’t let the kingdom down yet.


  The carriage halted in front of a dilapidated shack on Justice Street. Pilar paid the driver and trotted across the sidewalk, skipping up the cracked stairs to Noble’s residence. A miracle must be holding the building upright. There was no other way to rationalize its existence other than through the will of magic.


  She reached for the door knocker made of animal bones, and rapped it against the faded wood to call attention to her arrival. After several minutes, a clatter of disaster sounded from within and the door swung inward to reveal an excitable and idiosyncratic witch.


  Nobeleace Dracaena wore a purple jacket and pants combination, sewn with tiny bones all over the fabric. A necklace of lethal claws and fangs in various lengths hung around his neck. His smooth clay-colored skin was exposed from the open collar of his black silk shirt. Wild curls the color of midnight were tossed over his forehead and spiraled around his ears. Rapidly blinking lashes shaded his brilliant green eyes.


  As disheveled as his house, Noble bowed at the waist in an awkward display of civility. He fumbled a bit like he was off balance and when he righted himself into a jaunty stance, he greeted, “I wasn’t expecting a visit from one of Artaria’s agents today. Come in! Come in. Let’s hear what that pesky witch wants from me.”


  Pilar fought her smile, because it was challenging to be serious in Noble’s company. He had a way of either exasperating or entertaining those around him. It was why Pilar was usually charged with communicating with the omni-grim. Everyone else would likely flee or knock him out cold instead of delivering the message.


  “I’ve been on my best behavior this week,” he went on. “There were no skeletons walking down the streets. I didn’t harass Chief Hendrix. You know how hard it is for me to stay out of his jurisdiction. I even cleaned up that business with cats in the basement of that house on Entertainment Street. Although, I’d appreciate not being called in to resurrect piles of deceased animals in the future. They practically ran me over in their haste to make it out of that disaster of a house. I’ll be coughing hairballs for a week.” At the end of his rant Noble shuddered and fidgeted with the cuffs of his jacket.


  It was best to let Noble talk first, and for as long as necessary. Any interruption or attempt to proceed in a normal fashion would result in more conversational confusion and derailment. Pilar learned long ago to wait until Noble was ready to listen. Otherwise, she’d be subjected to his weekly story with gestures and sound effects. It would take hours to get to her original message.


  Noble led her upstairs to his office, where Morty, his assistant, lay perched on a shelf of, well, everything. Papers, knick-knacks, pens, inkwells, a toothbrush, a ball of yarn, a lump of clay, a jar of pickles, and a hammer; she listed, and then gave up. The brick-a-brac was so random and disorganized that even studying the display had no guarantee that she wouldn’t miss an item, even to her trained eye.
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