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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
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  Spindle and Shears Excerpt




“What have you done, sister?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Witch spider silk.

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

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

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

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

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

	“Damn it!” His vocal cords finally worked.

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

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

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

	Rael rose to his feet with arduous effort. His mangled limb dragged behind him like a soggy tail. He estimated he was about four miles from the mountain base. The nearest village was ten miles away. Rael scoured the area for temporary shelter as the rain began to patter and thunder exploded. His future was defined by the note in his pocket and the curse on his leg. Rael’s fate was nothing but sand in an ethereal hourglass unless he found a way to remove the insignia upon his flesh. With hope the singular beacon driving him to safety, Rael rallied his courage and set his mind to beating the odds.
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