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      Lynda pushed open the door to Andrei’s chamber with her heart in her throat. If none of the witches had been able to heal him enough to wake him from his coma, doubt clawed at her insides that she could. Less than a week ago, she was merely a human with a matchmaking service for supernaturals. Now she was on the run from Dracula, indebted by a blood contract with Russian vampires, and discovered her witch powers. She’d inherited the latter from the woman who had turned Vlad the Impaler into Dracula. Ekaterina.

      “You got this,” Pierre said from behind her.

      Unable to answer his trust in her abilities because they were uncontrollable at best, she gave a short nod and entered the room.

      Mihnea closed the distance between them in three strides. “Are you okay?” He pulled her against his chest, then lifted her chin with a bent finger to meet his stare. “There are still dark circles under your eyes.”

      “Can’t be helped. I’ll be fine, I’m just tired.” And worried about Andrei.

      His condition hadn’t improved. Laying on a metal cot, his skin was too pale and besides a permanent furrowed brow, he didn’t change expression or move. Perspiration lightly coated across his skin, but as a vampire, he shouldn’t sweat at all. Her stomach double-knotted. Whenever she found the witches who were responsible for this, she’d go all Carrie-esk like the prom scene from the movie on their ass.

      “Give me a moment alone with him?” she asked.

      Mihnea brushed his lips across hers, then released her.

      His brother, Pierre gave her a wink. “We’ll be right outside if you need us.”

      “Thanks.” She rose on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss.

      After the vampires left, she sat beside Andrei and combed back his hair. Both his brothers had straight hair, but his was lighter and naturally curled. She figured it was from his mother’s side of the family.

      “God, I’ve missed you. Terribly.” She took a shaky breath and clasped her hand in his. “Wait until you hear the mess I’m in.” Her laugh stuck in her throat. At least Andrei hadn’t witnessed her magic collapsing a building. The guilt of that clung to her like a symbiont. A stain on her soul she’d never be able to wash off. Constantly reminding her of her mistake. If she lived to be a hundred, she’d doubt the remorse would lessen even an ounce. Which is why she asked for Pierre and Mihnea to wait outside. Truth though, she’d rather them go back to the city to their safe house that way she wouldn’t have to worry about hurting them while she attempted to heal Andrei.

      But they wouldn’t leave her.

      Worry nagged at her. What if she made Andrei worse? Or somehow broke the witches’ headquarters and allowed Dracula to find them? The look on the master vampire’s face when she last saw him told her everything. That he would kill her whenever he got his hands on her. Never mind that she was his best chance of having half-vampire grandchildren. Or that his three sons, the princes, loved her and she them. Guess a father-in-law family counselor is out of the question now.

      She kissed Andrei’s knuckles, missing his smile, his ease at which she felt in his company. Just hoped she wasn’t about to make another disaster by trying to heal him when she needed him in her life so bad her body and heart ached for him.

      Her magic was linked to her emotions…well, at least until she learned how to control them. All these years she’d spent hiding her true feelings behind her work only to discover pushing away her hopes and fears only made them stronger. Her mom had been like that too, but buried her problems in a bottle of alcohol, drugs, and sex with a different man every month.

      Power sizzled along her arms. Control. Healing. She chanted a few times to herself. All she needed was enough magic to bring Andrei out of his coma. Easy. Yeah right then why did her muscles tense at the idea of something going wrong? Fear pierced her, causing her magic to flare up, turning the chamber orange rather than the soft yellow of the few witchlights that hung from the ceiling.

      And why did Andrei's room resemble a dungeon cell rather than a guest room?

      A knock sounded on the door. “Everything all right in there? It feels like a sudden furnace out here,” Pierre said.

      “It's good.” She took a breath, the air scorching her throat. “We're okay, thanks.”

      Outside the door, Mihnea muttered, but she couldn't make out the words.

      She turned back to Andrei and shifted into a kneeling position. “Ready to do this?”

      Placing both hands on him, she closed her eyes imagined Andrei smiling down at her, holding her in his arms and kissing her until her toes curled.

      She wanted him...needed him alive and well with her. Without him it felt like a piece of her soul was missing. Her magic poured forward into his body.

      When he tensed, she peeked at what was happening. A pulsing glow lit his body from the inside out. She was doing it, healing him. Didn't seem too hard.

      Her smile faded as he started to convulse on the cot. The metal bed scraping back and forth across the stone floor.

      Had she given him too much? “Andrei!” Oh God, oh God, oh God! She yanked back hard on the magic, stuffing her emotions down, but they lashed against her soul like a wild beast. All her fear and worry about making him better crashed and twisted and collided against her control.

      The door smashed against the wall with a boom. Mihnea dashed inside. “Lynda!”

      She opened her mouth to try and say something, but a banshee scream ripped from her throat.

      Without hesitation, he clasped his hands on hers and yanked to break the connection between her and Andrei. Except the glow around Andrei only brightened. Mihnea fell onto his knees.

      “Shit!” Pierre raced forward.

      “Don't come any closer,” Lynda's words raked out her raw throat. “G-get help.”

      His dark eyes widened, but then he nodded, leaving them.

      Now that Mihnea was attached to her and Andrei, his health seeped into her like a shiv. His eyes went from dark to crimson along with his humanity. She couldn't move...couldn't budge...as Mihnea's demeanor shifted from sane to that of a vampire deprived of blood for a year.

      His fangs elongated, piercing his lower lip.

      The only thing keeping him from biting her and gorging on her blood was the magic whipping around them, binding them in place.

      What if the witches couldn't help? What if they got trapped in this vortex as well? The room hummed with more power.

      Stop worrying. Stop thinking.

      After this, she was going to invest in meditation lessons or something. Get her emotions in check and the magic would follow.

      Images of the broken skyscraper flooded her mind along with the white sheet covering the dead bodies at the site.

      The energy around her crackled against her flesh. She cried out, jerking her hands away.

      As soon as she did, a percussion of thunder clapped in the room and made her ears ring.

      Mihnea, free of the binding as well, stood. His head bowed.

      “It's okay.” She crept toward him, held out her hand. Her body shaking from the exertion.

      Was Mihnea himself now that they were free? But Andrei remained unchanged except for the fading glow around him.

      Mihnea didn't reach for her but took a step back. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      His head snapped up. Dark, soulless eyes stared at her like she was a rare steak put in front of a starving wolf.

      Before she inhaled to scream, he leaped through the air, crushing her onto the stone floor. His teeth tore at her throat.

      Blood soaking beneath her. Darkness swiftly embraced her thoughts.
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      A flash of heat surged through Lynda. Her neck stung. And her mouth tasted like she'd licked a copper penny. Grogginess clung to her as she forced her eyes open.

      Grace, one of the witches along with Pierre frowned down at her. She held a green vial with swirling liquid inside which she quickly put a stopper in and pocketed. “Good, my emergency healing potion I bought still works.”

      “Wha—?” Why did it hurt so much to talk? Then she remembered Mihnea attacking her, and she flinched. Why did he attack her? What happened that made him do that?

      “Easy, you're okay,” Pierre said.

      Were Mihnea and Andrei all right? Had Andrei woken from his coma? She glanced behind Pierre and found Andrei still in the same position on the cot as before but the glow around him had faded.

      “Wher—” she croaked out again.

      “No change with Andrei.” Pierre stepped back for her to see. “And my other brother is being given bags of blood to try and steep the magical spell that caused him to go into full blood-rage.”

      Grace placed a hand on Lynda's arm. “I can see the questions on your face. When you tried to heal Andrei, it triggered a spell hidden inside him that none of the healers had seen.”

      Leave it to her to trip over something that others hadn't noticed. She bit her lip staring at Andrei's unmoving body. Or had it been planted in him just for her?

      “You said Andrei was brought here and that rogue witches had done this to him.”

      “Yes that's right.” Grace nodded.

      “Where was he found?”

      “I'm not sure.”

      “What are you thinking, love?” Pierre asked.

      “That this was planned. Someone who knows I have magic, but not how to use it.” Lynda faced Grace. “Can you find out where he was found, please?”

      Grace dry-washed her hands. “Yes, I'll find out, but the council has been waiting patiently for you to address them and answer what happened with the building collapse and the resurrection of the dead bodies.”

      All but one. Lynda shuddered, remembering the headless corpse. Even though everyone was now alive except one vampire, guilt still plagued her. She never would've tried to practice her magic and light a flame if she knew the repercussions of what it would reap. And now it was too late.

      “Sorry that the council has had to wait so long.” She hadn't planned on not being able to heal Andrei from the magical induced coma. After thirteen witches had healed her, she felt like she could do nearly anything including waking Andrei up.

      And she'd wanted to stand in front of the elders with all three of her men.

      “Will Mihnea be ready to join us soon?” she asked. Hopeful that whatever trap she'd opened wasn't more than the witches here could fix. She needed a crash course in how to use her magic or simply plug in to the Matrix like the movie and learn everything is seconds.

      “I'm afraid not.” Grace paled. “The amount of blood he's going through to keep him calm is frightening everyone here.”

      “Then teach me how to use my magic and heal him.” Lynda had resurrected dead people including a little boy. Healing a vampire shouldn't be so hard.

      “Impossible.” A man with a bald head and grey and orange goatee marched down the hallway toward them. “Healing is a specialized skill. Few have it and it takes them a decade to do simple spells like minding scraps and cuts. The more advanced users can fix broken bones, remove an appendix without excess bleeding or even cutting the individual.”

      “All right, so let's get one of the advanced healers up here to turn Mihnea back to normal and wake up Andrei.” Lynda placed her hands on her hips. Witches and Vampires held an uneasy relationship. Like oil and water, they didn't mix well. She never understood why until she found out about her ancestor, Ekaterina and how she originally created vampirism to aid Vlad the Impaler. Like a typical jerk, he betrayed her and she twisted her gift into a curse causing vampires to fry in sun and all the limits of their power.

      “What both of your vampires suffer from,” the man answered, “is not a simple appendicitis or broken leg. One of the brain surgeons who performs with magic wouldn't be able to help. It would take a specialist.”

      “Who?” Lynda asked.

      “I'm afraid I can't answer that.”

      Pierre stomped up to the man. “Can't or won't?”

      “It doesn't matter.” Grace pulled on Lynda's arm. “We have to get her to the council before they rule her guilty and strip her magic from her.”

      “Answer Pierre’s question.” She had to know.

      “I can’t answer who would be able to help because honestly I don’t know myself.” Grace ran a hand down her face. “But even if I did know, I couldn’t tell you without the council’s permission. They have a gag spell in place not to reveal other witches or their powers until you, in this case, have been approved to have that knowledge.”

      All these rules and regulations. What would they do to me and my magic? If I don't have this power then I can't hurt anyone ever again. But then I can't help either. “What’s involved to take away my magic?” Not that she'd be able to fight as a normal person against Dracula. But if they could make him see reason, give back her data he stole, and have Andrei and Mihnea back to normal, then she'd consider giving up her abilities.

      The man stared at Grace, then shook his head. “You haven't told her, have you?”

      Damn, these witches were just as complex as their spells.

      “Tell her now or I might grow thirsty like my brother.” Pierre grinned. His eyes held a tinge of red and black in them.

      How long had it been since he fed?

      “Grace let's get a couple of blood bags for Pierre while you tell me about the magical removal ritual.”

      Grace nodded and her mouth grew in a thin line. “Why don't we get you something to drink as well? I know you received healing, but when was the last time you've eaten?”

      “I am hungry.” Last she ate was the sandwich and protein shake before Natasha took her blood to test if how much was needed to cure the vamp-zombies. Then after Lynda had accidentally destroyed the building with magic, she'd thrown up and hadn't eaten since. As much as she wondered about the council and what they wanted, how they'd remove her magic, and about Andrei and now Mihnea...she needed to keep her strength. What if Mihnea needed her blood, but she was too weak from everything to give him any? Would that also help Andrei?

      “Guess the elders are already fuming,” Grace shrugged, “but I don’t want you passing out either. How about an apple on the way?”

      “Thanks. I really appreciate you helping me so much.” She smiled.

      “This way. We'll grab you one from the kitchens.” Grace led her down the hallway.

      “If the council blames you for me being tardy, I'll just tell them I bewitched you into feeding me.”

      Grace let out a chuckle. “Believe me, many of the elders have little to no sense of humor.”

      “Then I'm not too sorry about making them wait a bit more.”

      In the kitchen, Grace tossed her a huge, red apple. Lynda took a massive bite and followed Grace back out into the hallway.

      Maybe she could glean some information about healing from Grace then use that to help Mihnea and Andrei. “So, do you all take classes or anything? Like how to heal with your power without causing more damage?”

      “My element of power is fire, but I’ve never tried to heal anyone before. I’d worry that I’d catch them on fire or make them explode from the inside-out. With magic, a little can make the difference. Like when you need to hammer a nail into plywood, you'd use a lighter stroke then say putting a nail into a tree.”

      “That makes sense, I guess. But if you've never held a hammer before or hit a nail into anything, how would you know what to do?” Like Lynda was still getting used to the idea of having magic at all much less using it effectively. So far, she’d caused more harm than good…except when she resurrected the undead vampires that had died during the building she brought down accidently.

      Grace furrowed her brow as she considered. “That's an excellent question. I'm not sure how you'd start.”

      “So tell me about the magical removal process. What happens exactly?” Lynda took another bite of her apple. She wanted two more, but this would get her by for a bit. Hopefully the council meeting wouldn’t take hours or anything.

      Grace paused at a crossroads in the castle, then took the left path.

      “Is the process hard...I mean to remove the magic?”

      “Depends on how strong the power is in the person.” She whispered, “For some, it can be painful. Like having your legs amputated.”

      Pain was not something Lynda wanted to have to deal with. “What about if the council buffered the magic?”

      Grace frowned, her brow pinching. “Meaning what?”

      “Like a partial removal. A subduing of the magic.” So that I can still protect myself and the princes but not crumble a building.

      “I-I don't know how that would be possible, but I'm not an elder.” She shook her head. “As I said, I’ve never healed anyone or tried.”

      Would that be something the elders would be willing to try? Or would they want to remove all the power to keep everyone safe?
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      Lynda finished her apple and tossed it in a silver trashcan she passed. She trailed after Grace to the council chambers. “I'd like to try and give my blood to Mihnea and Andrei. It helped the Russian vamps with a—” should she mention the tainted blood and zombies? Maybe not. Witches and vampires didn't get along well as it was and giving magic users another advantage against her lovers didn't feel right. Besides, she didn’t want any more vamp-zombies to deal with…ever. “An issue they had and it couldn't hurt.”

      “I'm not a healer or doctor,” she cocked her head to the side with a frown on her face, “but you look exhausted to me despite the food.”

      “Great, I look that bad?”

      “Sorry but yeah. You've got dark circles under your eyes and your skin looks ashen.” She paused, letting two young witches cross in front of them. “If it were up to me, I'd wait until I'd rested before donating blood.”

      Lynda sighed. The witch was probably right. Besides, she'd made the council wait this long and it had cost her Mihnea and Andrei. Best to find out what the hell the witch elders wanted before she wore herself out by giving blood so soon after helping the Russians. What she wanted to do more than anything was have her three princes in bed with her, all of them well and healthy, and sleep the whole week.

      “Pierre should be done with the blood bags now.” Lynda glanced around, but it was only magic-sphere lit hallways that seemed to go on for miles. “Will he meet us soon?”

      At least she'd have one of her men with her. Might be better that it was only her and Pierre facing off the witches. Mihnea would want to rip out their hearts if he didn't like what they said. Even Andrei could be too protective. Pierre was the most diplomatic of his brothers and level-headed. Though he'd kill for her too.

      “He should be at the doors waiting for us.” Grace smiled.

      Her assurance didn’t help the grasshoppers leaping in Lynda’s stomach. God, couldn’t she answer a questioner online or something?

      Two more turns and Lynda was effectively lost in this maze of hallways. Doubted even a compass would be able to guide her. Outside two huge polished wooden doors that looked like a cyclops could easily fit through, Pierre leaned against one of the frames.

      “We can burn this place and take off with my brothers.” He winked.

      “As tempting as that is,” Lynda sighed, “I have to face what I did.” And pray they had a new user freedom card. How could they judge her too harshly when she didn’t know what the hell she was doing?

      “You sure you're ready?” Grace asked.

      “No,” she shook her head, “but I can't put it off any longer.”

      Pierre held her hand as they stepped forward into a huge circular room with three rows of chairs in semi circles. Each row elevated so they could see the center of the room where a circle was etched into the floor.

      “No one's here.” Pierre squeezed her hand.

      Grace stepped up to the first chair, bowed, the clapped her hands three times. “I call the elders and ancients for the meeting of Lynda Garcia.”

      Slowly, women and men gathered from a doorway at the back of the room and filled the seats.

      One woman looked down her nose at Lynda as she took her seat. Her nose high and thin. “You mean trial not meeting,” the woman snapped.

      Pierre tensed beside Lynda.

      “It's okay,” Lynda whispered. Last thing she wanted was Pierre to launch himself at the witches and magic and blood to start flying everywhere. She placed a hand in Pierre's and his posture relaxed some. “Let's hear what they have to say first.”

      But she couldn't stop thinking that they had arranged this so-called meeting like she was already convicted of crimes and this was a formality.

      “Step forward without your vampire, Miss Garcia.” A man with a bald head and a cheap-looking toupee scribbled across some papers on the long table before him.

      Pierre bristled, then grinned. “Careful old man, I can hear your heart beat faster and you reek of fear. You may have been able to take out my brothers somehow for this little shindig of yours, but yours will be the first throat I rip out.”

      “How dare you threaten me.” The man's face colored purple.

      “Not a threat, a promise if you do anything against Lynda.”

      “Please,” Lynda said, putting a hand on Pierre's arm. “There is no need for violence.” At least not yet. If they discovered that these witches had anything to do with her two other men's conditions, then the elders would have her to fear.

      “Quite right.” Another woman nodded, her double chin jiggling.

      Lynda counted the elders. Minus two empty chairs, there were thirty-one present.

      “All in favor of starting this trial—hearing,” the old man corrected as he eyed Pierre.

      A chorus of “aye’s rose up from the group.

      “Any opposed?” he asked.

      Two women and a young man stood which caused those around them to glare. Lynda hoped that meant these three were against capital punishment. The elder spokesperson scribbled something down on his parchment paper then the three standing witches sat down.

      “Now we will proceed with our evaluation of Miss Lynda Garcia.”

      “Wait.” Lynda held up her hand. Why were three chairs empty? What if one or more of those witches would side with her? “Aren't you going to wait for the others?”

      “No need.” He crossed his arms over the table. “They’re dead.”

      Wonderful. Did they die if natural causes or disagreeing with a ruling? She doubted any of them would tell her if she asked.

      Beside her, Pierre placed an arm across her hip, tucking her close to his side.

      “Miss Garcia, you have used magic several times, but have not come to the council for training or guidance or help. Because of your actions, a building was destroyed and lives lost.”

      “Only one,” she cleared her throat, “only one vampire was killed.” Though even his death weighed heavily in her heart.

      He glowered and flipped through his parchment papers. “No there was more than one death, it says so right here.” He tapped the paper.

      “I healed them.” She'd resurrected them somehow, yet she'd been unable to heal Andrei or Mihnea. Her gut twisted with her guilt. She should be with them now and not entertaining a bunch of witches. But if they could help her, then she needed to go through with this. Together maybe they'd cure Andrei and Mihnea. Then teach her how to use her gift so she could protect her princes and herself.
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