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      The Illuminated Witch

      

      Celina has always been alone, until the new Master, Javed, draws her close. But danger and passion are never far away. 

      

      After years of struggling alone, Celina—a witchling of immense power—must find her place in the world of vampires.

      

      But while Javed is building a new nest—the first new one in a century—and struggling to overcome his own demons, an ancient evil stirs.

      

      Now with Celina in danger, time running out and the demands of a fledgling nest, can their love possibly overcome every obstacle?
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        The Illuminated Witch is the second in the Blood Secrets Series.

        After I finished The Blood Bride, I couldn’t give up the world, as Javed demanded I explore his story and give him a woman he could adore, and more importantly, who would stand by him—as his equal.

        To be honest, Javed’s character intrigued me while I worked on The Blood Bride so when the time came, Celina felt like the perfect foil. She’s been on her own for so long, that she only knew how to be strong for herself.

        While writing The Illuminated Witch, I joined a circle of authors who wanted to do the best possible for their characters, particularly those of the Wiccan and witch variety, so a vote of thanks must naturally be extended to The Creative Cauldron for their assistance. Of course, I also had the assistance of a practicing Wiccan to tweak the spells. Thank you sweetie who shall remain unnamed!

        Thanks to Sassie who fine-tuned as well as edited this story ensuring it shone brightly. With the additions, changes and super fab editing, I’m super excited to see this go live!

        To my family as always and my greatest supporters - authors and readers alike.

        I hope this re-working of the Illuminated Witch keeps you turning the pages!

        Remember if you love it, tell everyone and if you see problems, tell me!
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      “The truth can never be known; at least not at this time. Were it known we would be hunted as fiercely as others have. That we have seen already.” The dark haired woman, Jemima, spoke slowly. The other women, a blonde called Selena and the red haired, Danicka, nodded in agreement.

      “Those who have killed to hide the truth could destroy all we have achieved. Everything we have hidden. The truce between the vampire nests is fragile and can easily be shattered.“ The three women sat dejectedly, gazing at the ancient rock in the center of the room. It exuded a power they couldn’t ignore, a power that reminded them of their home, so far away. The green glow had dimmed over the centuries. But its power hadn’t failed yet.

      “I miss our sister.” The middle sister mumbled, her red hair illuminated by a flare from the rock.

      “So do I, but we cannot ignore the truth. At some point, the three we have foretold, will come together again. It will be their antecedents who will carry our power. For now, we must keep watch over the humans as the nests grow. The child of the child of the child must be kept safe and taught how to use their power.

      “One will remain within the bosom unwanted, one will be alone all their life…” The red-haired woman stopped and breathed deeply, her words causing a ripple of power to spread throughout the room.

      “The last shall be the key. They must meld with the vampires. Their love must be pure but tempered. They alone can fight the one who is left. And it shall be done.” The oldest sister, Jemima, sealed their words as magic wove around them, stealing their breath for an instant as their eyes shone.

      “Perhaps we should hide the prophecy?” The younger one sat bolt upright in her heavily padded seat even as she patted her intricately coiled blonde hair.

      “No Selena. There can be no single place where it can be hidden. Not here. Not yet. There will always be those who would seek to take control of us and what we have. The only thing we can do now is destroy him. We are not yet strong enough. We need the three to achieve that. You know how the power works.” Jemima glanced toward her younger sister before glancing at the other.

      The oldest sister toyed with her long dark hair, lost in deep thought as she gnawed at her lower lip. None of them seemed a day over eighteen but in truth their ages were lost in millennia. “Danicka, you said the power can’t be destroyed, didn’t you? That it has to be gifted through birth?” Selena nestled back in her seat, waiting for the edict of the older sister.

      “Well, being unable to be destroyed isn’t strictly correct. Anything can be destroyed. But it will take magic which far surpasses ours. The vampires now exist because of the children’s actions. Our late sister gifted her power to her one surviving offspring, as was foretold. The others, they will pass on the other powers, those lost to our family.” Danicka waved her hand around the small stone room where they huddled. “Until then, the best thing we can do is hide it from prying eyes. Keep the ones entrusted to us safe. We will watch over them, ensuring they are well guarded until the correct time.”

      Selena, the blonde woman exhaled heavily. “So I believe we must continue the vigil then? For centuries? Until we can once more reveal ourselves?” Her voice deepened as it always did when something unsettling occurred to her.

      Danicka stood then held her hand out for the book. “Yes. It will be a long and difficult journey. We will see things we would have hoped to have never seen. Things that make some vampires look tame. All we can do is protect those within the nests. They will be the key to the destruction of this book.”

      Once more, Selena shook her head. “But what if I’m sick of this? What if I want to be a traveler once more?”

      Danicka drew a sharp breath. Surely not!

      “Be calm, sister. It will only be until the time is right. Then we will face the danger together. Until then, we can rest. Take our time. Hone our skills.”

      Danicka smiled, but it was a mere shadow of her usually sunny grin.

      “Now come. We must invoke the shadows. Even as the truth is written it must be hidden from prying eyes. Then a plan needs to be formulated: How to protect the descendants until the time is right to reveal them.” One by one, the three sisters stood, before moving toward the stone.

      Then with slow gestures, they began their task.
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      “Celina Worsters.”

      Celina grinned as her name was called out from the rostrum. She stood and carefully threaded her way through the full seating area. She’d finally done it! Achieved her degree. After years of hard work, she’d dragged herself free of the stigma of being an orphan. Always alone.

      Many of her school peers had achieved their degree years before she had, but they’d been able to go to their families, for support. Instead, she’d had to work her way through school. It may have taken six long years, but she finally had the means to start the life she had chosen.

      She extended her hand as they’d been instructed and accepted the scroll with a bow, carefully dipping her mortar board. “You have done very well Celina Worsters. You should be very pleased with yourself.” The Chancellor’s words left her dizzy from the unexpected accolade.

      “Thank you Chancellor.” She scurried from the stage. No one would be taking photos, no one would be cheering for her in the seats, but she held those precious seconds close to her heart, savoring the impact of her achievements.

      “Ladies and gentleman, I would beg your indulgence for just a few minutes longer. We need to present the school’s newest High Achiever.”

      She glanced upwards, wondering who in the class would be nominated as the hardest working, the most driven.

      “Ladies and gentleman, if you could be upstanding. Miss Celina Worsters.”

      Her breath caught in her throat and someone squealed close by. Who is making that noise? It wasn’t her, that wasn’t the way she would react. At least, she didn’t think so. Hands patted her and eyes turned in her direction.

      She felt a gentle push at her back, shoving her toward the rostrum and she made her way on her unsteady legs. A sense of unreality cloaked her. Surely, there has been some mistake?

      Even as she neared the podium, she waited for the correction to be announced, but the Chancellor grinned and held out his hand.

      “I…” She was lost for words. What on earth am I supposed to say? She attempted to smile but it was little more than a grimace.

      “You have achieved this on your own. No one helped you. You worked while you studied. Yes, we chose correctly.”

      How did he know what I was thinking?

      The people in the seats stood as one and a massive cheer rose.

      The rest of the ceremony passed in a blur as she was guided to a seat at the side of the faculty. Then she waited. Celina still expected them to tell her it was a mistake, but it didn’t happen.

      At the end of the ceremony, when everyone left the auditorium, she sat there in silence. Now there was only her, the Chancellor and a woman who’d joined them, left in the cavernous room. The Chancellor bowed deeply to the older lady before turning back. “Miss Worsters, I believe Miss Carter would like to talk to you.” With a grand hand movement, he indicated she should step toward the waiting woman .

      The woman removed the hat she wore, revealing a thick mane of salt and pepper hair, which married well with the horn-rimmed glasses overwhelming her face. “Thank you Chancellor,” she said. As she stepped closer to Celina, her long evening gown made a loud swishing sound and the soles of her shoes squeaked.

      Celina scanned Miss Carter, who watched her with vivid green eyes. “Uh, so I believe you wished to talk to me?” Her voice sounded strangled and her stomach rocked wildly.

      “Yes, I have an offer for you. Now that you have achieved your degree, we have a need for someone with your dogged determination in our corporation. The Chancellor was good enough to introduce us, but I would like to discuss a proposition with you.”

      A small pasteboard card was pushed into her hands. Celina turned it over, before she ran her fingers over the raised type. “A bank? You want me to work in one of the banks?”

      The older woman—Danicka Carter if the card was to be believed—wanted to talk to her about working in one of the banks? “Uh, tell me when and where and I’ll be there. I promise.”

      The woman beamed. Celina couldn’t help but returned it.

      “Good. Tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock. The address is on the card.” Then she turned and walked away.

      Celina was mesmerized by her unusually graceful steps.
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      Celina grabbed her aching head. Just like the day before, she had another headache, but this one more violent. Her stomach lurched uncertainly and she rubbed her belly while it heaved and roiled. It was only four in the afternoon, too early to head home, but she glanced around the office, looking vainly for an escape.

      “Hey, Celina? Can you cover for me tomorrow? I’m going to call in sick, ‘cause I’ve got a hot date.” Sylvia, her cubicle mate whispered excitedly.

      Celina closed her eyes. Great. Just what I need. “Honestly? Syl, I don’t know. I’m not feeling so great.” She mumbled a little, knowing what Sylvia’s reaction would be.

      “Have you been to see the doctor yet?”

      Celina swivelled her seat and cast a dark glance at her workmate. “I’m going to call—” Her words ended abruptly as the lights dimmed and went out. “Damn… This is like the third time this month. What the hell is going on?” The heat of the office swelled as the air conditioning failed. The cloying scents of a multitude of perfumes and hot sweaty bodies from the summer heat wave closed in on her.

      Celina’s tummy jostled once more, demanding her attention. She rose, racing unerringly to the bathroom, making it just in time to empty the contents  of her stomach violently into the toilet. The clunk of the door alerted her to the fact that she was no longer alone. She sighed loudly, she knew who’d followed her. The sound of wood banging closed reverberated off the walls. The ensuing echo splintered her thoughts.

      “Celina, you have to see a doctor.” There was concern in Sylvia’s voice and Celina shied away from it.

      She leaned limply against the wall of the stall, the dim security lighting flickering in and out. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” She didn’t want to face it, but the headaches had become an almost everyday occurrence in the past few months. She’d tried to ignore them, but with little success. Something had to be wrong. Her mind churned over the possibilities.

      She pushed away from the wall and headed for the sink, turned the tap and was rewarded by the sound of running water. Celina scooped the liquid up, washed her face and swilled some around her mouth, trying to banish the sour taste. Her knees shook like wet noodles.

      “Okay, I’ll ring in the morning and see how soon I can get an appointment.” A sound from outside caught her attention, a thudding noise, as if someone was testing the door. She wouldn’t be able to hide from the problem for much longer and right now, she really needed some air. “We’d better get out there.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” She heard the concern in Sylvia’s voice, again. “Will you be okay to get home?”

      They slowly made their way through the door and back into the office, where the blast of heat and the waft of body essence made her want to gag again. She struggled through one shallow breath then another.

      “I’m planning on going straight home anyway.” Celina shuffled towards her desk and groped around in the dark, hunting for her phone. She grasped it in her damp hand and pressed the screen, waiting for it to lighten sufficiently to see her desk. She spied her bag and opened the desk to find her keys. “It looks like these are going to be out for a while. Can you…?” She indicated the light fittings, then toward the office at the end of the row, hoping Sylvia would understand.

      “I’ll go tell the supervisor. You go on. Head home and take some painkillers.”

      With a small nod, which she quickly regretted as a pulse wavered through her throbbing skull, Celina headed to the emergency stairs. As she passed desks she saw others grabbing up their items. No doubt they obviously thought the same thing.

      Finally she made her way down the fourteen flights of stairs. On the way she heard many voices, some shrill and others filled with laughter. Here and there she caught glimpses of light, probably from mobiles, illuminating the gloom.

      One foot after another she plodded down the steps, her head aching viciously and finally, light glowed ahead and a breeze started to clear the stuffy woolliness from her head.
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      Javed shook his head. The missive he held in his hands filled him with emotions he hadn’t experienced in hundreds of years. He knew what it was. It was confusion. The sense of having the carpet jerked out from beneath him. His hands felt clammy.

      “So… That’s your destiny, there in your hands.”

      Said hands shook, and the sound of parchment moving back and forth filled the air. He held not just his destiny, but also that of so many others.

      He glanced at Xavier, his master, and Hope, Xavier’s life mate. They were two very powerful vampires as well as his friends. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Hope rose and glided towards him. “You don’t have to say anything. We will say it all. Your leaving us on one level makes us sad, but you will be a Master in your own right. You’ve earned this.”

      Javed wanted to sputter and stop her words, but he couldn’t. The intent of the letter was clear: On the night of the next full moon, Cressida would grant him his own nest. He would be elevated to the position of Master.

      If that wasn’t enough to accept, there was the knowledge that there hadn’t been a new house in over a century.

      There was so much to do. So many decisions to make and all of them would fall on him. He would need to choose a Yeux Secondes, the human who would oversee the financial and day to day aspects of the nest. He would also require a second, a guardian who would stand at his side. A fellow warrior, in whom he could place his trust, one who would help him build a safe haven in their nest. He would need witches to help protect the nest and followers… Where the hell do I even start?

      “You’ll need a house. Somewhere for your nest to call home.” Hope grinned and he saw the lurking humor she couldn’t quell. “I know of an interior designer, if you want their details?”

      He rolled his eyes, remembering the problems she’d had with her parents before she’d been turned and the way she’d arranged for an entire block of units to be furnished. It had taken her one night to order and arrange for the delivery of all the furniture. Unlike the immense task her mother had proposed.

      But her smile died away as her own memories must have surfaced.

      “I don’t know about that, but if you’re offering help, then I’ll accept it. I don’t have a clue where to start.” He moved back to the arm chair and slumped into it. “I don’t usually concern myself with those types of problems.” He allowed his head to drop into his hands and muttered. “I don’t think I’m ready yet.”

      A soft touch his shoulder captured his attention. “Cressida thinks you are. Otherwise she would not have petitioned the Councillors. Now come on. You need to start planning. We have one month to arrange your investiture…”

      “Cressida will arrange that.” Xavier helpfully called out.

      “Excellent. That’s one less thing to sort out. And I don’t have a clue how to arrange one of those anyway!” Hope’s voice quietened and Javed knew she was trying to cajole him into a more positive frame of mind. “But you do need to pull together at least the semblance of a nest. So, what do you want to start on?”

      “A house. It’s no good having all those nestlings without somewhere for them to live.” He lifted his head and swiped an unsteady hand over his forehead. Twenty-eight days wasn’t a long time and he needed everything completed and ready. “Uh, but how am I supposed to fund…?”

      “Read the rest of the letter, my friend. All that is in there.” He heard the humor in Xavier’s voice and glanced at the paper.

      
        
        The council has allocated a funding grant to ensure the adequate startup of the new nest. Included is the purchase of appropriate housing, consisting of one main residence and appropriate housing for between fifty and eighty nestlings. Seed funding for the startup of appropriate businesses to ensure the stability of the nest and additional funding as required to furnish, employ and run the nest a period of up to five years, or until financial viability is attained.

        Once that has been attained, the nest will be required to make an annual payment to the council for funding future requirements of no less than ten percent of annual gross profits of the nest.

      

      

      “They have been… more than generous.” He glanced at Xavier who had raised his blood wine, saluting him.

      “They are. But you deserve it my friend.”

      “Xavier, I don’t know how—?”

      “You don’t know how to repay the debt? Javed, my friend, it’s not a debt. They believe you are able to bring a new nest into existence.”

      Pressure built inside of him, blooming deep within his chest. He shoved away from the table.

      The broad grin on his friend’s face died away. “If you really don’t feel comfortable…”

      Javed shook his head, trying to throw off the disoriented state that shrouded him. “Honestly? I just don’t know.” He ran his hand through short dark hair, felt how unsteady it was. “I certainly didn’t expect this.” He waved towards the parchment.

      “You can deny the request, if you don’t…” Hope’s voice behind him made him grimace. She was so young, still so new to their life and ways. She obviously didn’t yet realize it wasn’t so simple to brush the will of the council aside.

      “I could, but I also don’t know that I want to.” The words were grudging. It wasn’t that he didn’t want the position and responsibility. No. It was more concern that he wouldn’t make it work; couldn’t carry out the role effectively and protect those whose futures he would be overseeing. He stared at the ornate Persian carpet. It reminded him of his past. The one he shied away from.

      “You can do it. You’re ready.” Xavier’s words hung in the air.

      He bowed. “As you wish, my master.”
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      Home was still some blocks away as she plodded along the sidewalk. Right now, Celina regretted the decision to walk to the doctor’s office… “You couldn’t even see straight.” Yet, right now, that was a cold comfort. If she’d driven, she’d be home already.

      Her stomach had settled slightly as she reached the doorway to one of the most imposing buildings on the block and she craned her head to look up. The last rays of sunlight had died away, and she noted how the glass didn’t glow in the muted reflection of the moon as it did during the day. She shivered slightly. Instead of the stifling heat, there was a crispness in the night air that only seemed to arrive in summer.

      Darkness had settled during her unsuccessful wait to gain an appointment with her physician. She’d sat in the corner of the waiting room, sweltering in the oppressive atmosphere while the air conditioner buzzed and hummed ineffectually, and a vast number of hot bodies came and went while she waited, hoping for a canceled slot.

      In the end, the receptionist had announced that the doctor would be unable to see her. She’d been shown the door with a “Come tomorrow morning. He’ll see you before his first appointment.”

      Now making her way slowly home, Celina took a swipe from the drink she’d bought at the corner stall. She gratefully let the cool water trickle down the back of her parched throat as she closed her eyes, seeking a break from the ongoing ache that pulsed behind them.

      “Watch out below!” The call echoed through the night and she scanned the dark sky to see a small vehicle swoop down between the towering buildings, the glare of headlights cutting through the gloom of the concrete jungle. The heels of her shoes clicked on the hard ground as the small car landed quietly where she had stood mere seconds before.

      Must be someone important to be able to afford one of the air-capable vehicles, she thought. She’d seen them a couple of times and could only guess at their price tag.

      The registration plates on the rear declared it was a vampire transport. In the last few years, more of them had populated the roads and skies as the nests became accepted by society. Every now and again a petition would circulate via email and mailbox drop, shared by the disenfranchised in society. The main irritation for the populace was that they, the vampire citizens, were accorded greater privileges than humans.

      “Utterly pointless.” She muttered as the passengers climb out. A tall man, striking to gaze upon with dark skin, hair and piercing eyes glanced around before ushering a willowy dark haired beauty before him. His middle-eastern origins had her gaping at him.

      Celina heard, “Thank you, Javed,” and saw the smile he gave the woman. Deep inside, she yearned for someone to care for her like that. As if she was special to them; she brushed the thought away. She’d been alone long enough to know that wishes didn’t come true.

      On more than one occasion she had considered applying to one of the nests, yet they took so few and her life had been such a struggle that she had shied away every time the thought struck. After all, she didn’t need to be rejected again. Once more the notion bloomed, as the hunger she kept carefully banked, bit at her. To belong somewhere, to be a part of a family… She’d always dreamed of that.

      The couple gracefully headed towards the door of the glass shrouded building before her. One of the heavily guarded nest buildings, she noted.

      “Bloody vampires.” A voice echoed behind her and even as she turned, someone roughly pushed past her. She shrugged then immediately regretted her action as her head ached again. A wave of dizziness passed over her and she couldn’t contain the gasp that escaped. Celina stumbled heavily and would have fallen but for a gentle touch on her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?”

      Her stomach lurched again. The ground shimmered below her. “I’m… ah…”

      Then the gray she’d been fighting all day overwhelmed her.
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      He’d been aware of the red-haired woman from the moment he’d stepped out of the vehicle. His eyes caught the jerky movements she made and the way she’d watched him and Hope. But he was used to being observed by humans—vampires still made enough of a splash that people gaped at them wherever they went. It was one of the reasons they lived in nests. The humans employed within the nests didn’t treat them like freaks.

      Her lush frame, vibrant hair and subtle scent captured his senses.

      She made a sound. Little more than a groan and he’d turned away from the door. His senses on high alert, expecting trouble. The air was full of fraught expectation.

      Her face was pale. In the moonlight she seemed far too fragile, while the distinct red hue of her hair glowed with warmth. He’d noted the way her eyes dilated and the sluggish way she responded to the question. Then she’d slumped toward the hard concrete.

      Javed caught her as she fell, her head mere inches from the ground.

      “Is she all right?”

      He turned at the question, and saw Hope gazing over his shoulder. “Yes. I caught her in time.”

      “Then you’d best bring her up.”

      He nodded, his mind sluggish as he peered at the woman in his arms. His libido, rarely stirred, flickered to life as he lifted the woman’s supine body. A frisson of connection worked its way through him.

      “Vampires! Vampires attacking!” A voice called out in the night and he glanced up, scanning the crowd who now stepped back uncertain.

      A sea of white faces stared back at him. The humans seemed frozen with horror, disbelief and something else. There was more than fear in the air now. Malice.

      His hackles rose and the centuries-old warrior emerged. He’d been in just this position before. It was one he’d hoped never to relive again. The memories of the long distant past, one he tried to bury, rose. His heart thudded fast as adrenalin surged through his veins. He contained his instincts to fight or flee.

      Hope. He had to protect Hope. She was his first priority.

      His mind urged him to return to her, leave the human behind, but something, maybe the shadow of his soul told him he couldn’t. Instead, he cradled the woman in his arms, holding her close while he scanned the crowd for threats.

      “Get inside, Hope.” He stalked backward, in the direction of the door, his preternatural senses telling him that Hope had followed his instructions, all the while his mind ran through strategic options of defence.

      Hope might be a powerful vampire in her own right, but she was also the life partner of his friend and Master, Xavier. He would give up his own life to protect them both.

      “He’s taking the woman!” Another voice, this one shrill with fear called out as Javed moved faster, gaining the scant security of the doors which shut after he entered.

      The sea of voices swelled and rose. Shouts of, “He can’t take her,” mingled with “He’ll kill her.”

      Anger rose but he tamped it down with ruthless efficiency. Within the building, he freed one hand and slapped it against the emergency shields, which had been upgraded in the long months since the attack on Hope and Xavier. All security procedures and protocols had been overhauled, but he feared it wouldn’t be sufficient in a major attack.

      But right now, he was more than grateful for the foresight.

      “We should get her upstairs. Find out if she’s okay.” Hope laid her hand on his shoulder.

      He scanned her face. “Are you okay?”

      Hope beamed at him. “Javed, it will take a lot more than an angry mob to frighten me.” There was no tremble in her voice and for a moment he wanted to tell her that she should be frightened. But she hadn’t been around for hundreds of years. She hadn’t seen the ferocity of the attacks on the nests in earlier centuries. She’d never had to run for her life, the way so many of their numbers had.

      He swallowed angry words and followed her to the lift, after nodding at the security guard on duty. He knew the man had made contact with the necessary authorities, overhearing his words, “… yes a mob, outside…” before redirecting his attention back to Hope and the woman in his arms.

      “I think she might need to see a healer.” His words sounded gruff and he winced as Hope speared him with a sharp look.

      “You know, I may not be able to read your mind, but I can tell that you’re angry about my comments and trying, unsuccessfully I might add, to hide it.”

      He closed his eyes. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No. I know you didn’t mean any disrespect, Javed.”

      He breathed deeply, hearing her soft tones. He gazed out the glass elevator over the city, seeing the sparkling lights beyond while he accepted the gentle remonstrance.

      “Xavier told me about the times the nests have been attacked. About the dangers older vampires have survived. I’m not being flippant.” The bell chimed, cutting the opportunity for further discussion as they entered the reception area.
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      Opening her eyes was a painful experience. While the headache itself had finally abated, Celina’s whole body still ached. Just as it had every day since the headaches began. The only difference was the severity of the ache. It increased, leaving her bones heavy and awkward.

      The touch of a hand startled her and she grimaced at the cool brush against her burning hot skin. “Where am I?”

      “You’re safe.” The words were soft, and she cracked her eyes open a little further, willed them to focus and finally the man, no—vampire—she’d seen exiting the car swam into view.

      Celina blinked once then again. She noted the deep burnished, golden brown of his eyes, and the way he stared right though her. She pushed weakly at the light covering and struggled upright. Her mind worked to decipher the who-and-where of her situation.

      “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have…” Shouldn’t have what? Her mind demanded.

      He grinned, his face lightening. He went from amazingly handsome to so beautiful he’d leave the most gorgeous of women wishing for the purity of his looks.

      Her stomach flip-flopped in reaction, as if a dozen tiny eels were trying to escape. “I’ve inconvenienced you.” She knew enough about vampires. Knew enough to stay out of their way. Even as a child, growing up in a series of uncaring foster homes, she’d known the truth—learned about the world in which the nests operated. She might have toyed with the idea of applying to the nests from time to time, but she knew it was bad to inconvenience vampires.

      They were a species of alpha predators. She’d heard enough of their intentions and their vast empires. Besides which, vampires fed on humans, didn’t they? They saw them as cattle, to fatten, then glut themselves on. She shivered at her own thoughts, fright suddenly turning her skin cold. “I’ll go now.”

      His lips thinned as he held out a hand, stopping her weak movements. “You will wait for the healer. Is there someone I can call?”

      She stared at him, trying to process the melodic and almost caring manner. Soft? Caring? She placed a halt on those thoughts. Vampires weren’t fluffy, caring creatures. They were hunters. The alpha’s of the night time world! But even as the thoughts battered her, a melting sensation curled deep within her gut. It called out to her consciousness that maybe the stories were wrong.

      “No. There’s no one.”

      He frowned, the action marring his perfect burnished skin. She let her gaze roam over his face for just a moment. She took in the dark hair, the perfectly straight nose, his chiseled jaw line covered with a light dusting of facial hair and high cheekbones. Watched his golden-brown eyes widen slightly.

      He reminded her of the old Arabian movie heroes, one of her foster mothers’ had played regularly in an attempt to educate her foster brood on the classics. Her mouth, already dry now felt parched, and her hand moved of its own volition, toward him. She almost touched his face before reality intruded in the voice of a woman.

      “Javed? The healer is here!” The words snapped Celina out of the trance she’d been lost in. She wrenched her hand away.

      But through lowered eyelashes, she kept an eye on him, as he straightened and dragged himself upright.

      “Send him in, Fiona.”

      A man came into the room, and she gasped, unable to contain the sound as she realized that he too was a vampire.

      “It’s okay, Javed. I’ll take it from here.”

      The dismissal didn’t suit the one who answered to that name. He narrowed his gaze and she stared as he flattened his lips. He bowed low and without a word stalked from the room.

      “Let me take a look at you.”

      She scooted away from the older man’s touch.

      He sighed heavily. “Yes, I am one of them. But I’m still a doctor. The humans of the nests need medical attention too. Now, there isn’t likely to be anything wrong with you that I haven’t seen before.” He placed his bag on the floor with a thud.

      She gulped. “You won’t…?”

      He stared and her then shook his head. “No, I won’t hurt you, but people don’t just drop to the ground for no reason. According to Javed that’s what you did, so let’s find out what caused it.”

      Even as he reached out, her head began the familiar pulse once more, and she gasped. The doctor frowned, and reached for her forehead. As he made contact the lights in the room flickered once. Then they were in darkness.

      “Oh dear.” His words were soft but full of concern as he tugged his cool fingers away. The room spun, and even as the darkness overtook her again, she heard him bellow for the one called Javed. Then she let go of consciousness.
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      The words of the doctor fell like stones. “You need to get her into a nest and get her powers under control. She’s over saturated and unstable. For my money, I would call her an untrained and unknown witch.”

      Javed sucked in a breath at the pronouncement.

      An unknown witch was beyond dangerous. If their powers weren’t contained and used, they became unstable. Magic built within the cells of a witch where it rapidly multiplied. Eventually, the cell walls could no longer contain the charge, which would then course wildly through their bodies. Depending on how strong the witch was, the body would continue to fight it, as if it were an infection. But around them…things would happen, like lights going out.

      “I’ve seen this before.” He turned away, breathing deeply as he fought to control his response to the doctor’s diagnosis.

      “I would imagine you have. More than once.”

      Javed spun back. The truth couldn’t be ignored. The body of this woman would eventually be unable to contain the magic and would simply explode. Killing her. It almost always killed those within near proximity, too.

      He closed his eyes. Getting her into a nest wasn’t quite as simple as it sounded. They would need to find a witch with sufficient experience to work with her. Right now, with the upheaval caused by the creation of the new nest… He broke off the thought. Perhaps Bertha? She would be joining the new nest. She is sufficiently accredited. He needed to get help for this woman. That is, if it wasn’t already too late.

      Memories rose, scents and sights he’d hoped long gone assailed him… “Xavier’s household. Bertha is already there. We can find her a spot.” Once more, he found his equilibrium.

      “It’s full to bursting right now. We have all the ones that will transfer to your nest on the full moon.” The doctor glanced at Hope.

      “We can’t leave her free. She’s a danger to herself and others.” Hope was frowning as if thoughts swirled through her mind.

      He turned away as memories again hammered at him. Hope was right, of course.

      She spoke on a purely academic level, she’d never seen the results of the loss of control from an unknown witch. Not like he had. The carnage that was left behind when their bodies could no longer contain the magic.

      In the centuries gone by, Javed had found those bodies. In the past, the remains of the unknown had been left, discarded in the sand and to the wind. Some had argued it was justified as they walked between the world of humans and magic.

      He’d seen it many times both as a human and vampire, having come across more than one cadaver before his change. For many months after finding the carcasses he’d been plagued by nightmares. The scents that had assaulted him, the copper tang on the air and sickly sweet aroma of rot—

      He broke off the thought far more easily than he’d done in the past.

      But the memories remained. One could never forget the sight of the remains being devoured by the carrion-eating birds.

      He glared back at the doctor. “We will find a place for her. I will have her join my nest after the investiture. No one deserves to die like that.” And the truth was, until they could find some way to train her, she was a ticking time bomb.

      “Fine, Javed. That’s what we’ll do. Please make the necessary arrangements.” Hope spun away on her heels, no doubt concerned about the other members of the nest. He wished he could explain what he felt. But after eight hundred long and lonely years, he both questioned and respected the instincts that screamed he needed to protect the unknown woman.

      He slipped his hand into his pocket, searching for the small cellular phone, and made a quick call. Javed turned back to the doctor. “Stabilize her then I’ll take her to the nest.”

      The doctor bowed quietly and set about his task while Javed kept watch. The needle the doctor plunged into her arm, carried a sedative that would keep her unconscious until she was within an active circle. The small amount of blood the doctor drew glowed in the dim room, the lighting gradually being restored due to her unconscious state.

      “See how it glows? Her magic is almost uncontainable, now. The woman must have suffered greatly in the last little while. It’s a wonder she hasn’t been hospitalized or at least under a doctor’s care,” the doctor said, as he moved swiftly, checking her over.

      Javed listened to the muttered imprecations until a guard appeared at the door. “We are ready for you.”

      He nodded tersely. Even as he stalked towards the woman, the doctor stayed him, extending a hypodermic needle. “You need this. If she’s likely to wake before you get her into a circle, inject all of it into her. It will neutralize her…”

      Neutralize…? “No. I won’t use it.” His stomach curled wildly.

      “It won’t kill her, just keep her body in a form of artificial stasis. Long enough for a decision to be made or a high witch to get to you and her within a circle… before…”

      Javed’s mind stopped. For just an instant he imagined the situation. “It won’t come to that.” But he accepted the syringe without another word. He knew he wouldn’t use it, though. He’d felt a subtle connection to her. An awareness he couldn’t destroy. It carved his insides up, flaying him deeply. That one woman—Celina, he’d discovered her name while checking her purse—tied him up in knots like this was a surprise and a fearsome threat.

      He thought longingly of Kharisma, and wondered if she would join his nest. She was a capable doctor and experienced warrior. He’d enjoyed a pleasant but recently ended interlude with her. She’d given him a sense of belonging for the short while. It had been easy going, with no strings attached. But sadly she had found her life partner causing their connection to fizzle away, leaving him once more alone. He hadn’t felt this confusing sense of connection with her.

      He slid the cold glass and steel syringe into his pocket then carefully scooped up the woman. She weighed next to nothing. He noticed the dark bruising beneath her eyes. Her skin was pale, as if all her blood had drained away. A sure sign the magic was winning.

      “We need to get her back to the nest.” Urgency rode him as he strode through the doorway.

      The guard at the door snapped to attention before slipping in behind him. Javed cradled the woman, wondering what in the hell was going to happen next.
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      Celina woke as cold skittered through her body. Shaken, she tried to turn. There was a roughness beneath her fingers, the indentation capturing her attention. It felt like a brick, even though the surface had a worn feel to it. Celina opened her eyes to see a dim room, dungeon-like, with high ceilings and stone which gently sloped to a wall. It was a dark room. Wherever she was, it wasn’t anywhere she’d ever been before.

      “Hello?” Her voice sounded thin and thready and she shook, as much from the chill as the nervousness that flooded her system.

      “So, you’re finally awake then.” A woman’s voice, stern and cold broke the silence and she glanced up. The walls were decorated with sconces, lit with small flames and a fluorescent light glowed above her head. But even as she moved, the pulse of pain slithered through her, stealing her breath.

      The mechanical light dimmed and the flames in the metal holders danced but unlike the warehouse-style fluorescent lights, they remained glowing, saving her from total darkness.

      A pink barrier sprang up around her, misty and ethereal. Celina tried to shift away from it but as she brushed up against it, it seared her and she flinched away.

      “Stay still, silly girl.” She turned her head sharply in the direction of the voice. A plump woman with gray hair sat on a high wooden stool beside the man, who had been with the doctor.

      He must have abducted me. She willed her head to settle so she could find a way out of there. The need to stop the painful pulsing in her skull warred with another need. One that said she needed to find out where the hell they’d stashed her.

      “Now that you are awake we can begin.” The woman spoke again, thumbing through some old book, its edges creaking as she turned the large yellowed pages.

      The man gazed at her silently. His lips flattening and his eye contact remained unwavering.

      “Where am I?” This time her words were little more than a whisper, yet they echoed in the cool, damp room.

      “All in good time my dear. Now, the question is who are you and how long have you had this power?”

      Confusion filled her… “What the devil are you talking about? My name is Celina. Celina Worsters. Now why have you kidnapped me?” She couldn’t contain the fear that rose in her voice. The nerves in her body jumped and danced with every movement of the fires that illuminated the room.

      “You weren’t kidnapped. You were brought here for your own safety.”

      This time Celina threw a contemptuous glare at the woman who kept flinging nonsensical ideas at her. “Right. Like that’s believable. I’m not a vampire. I don’t belong to a nest, so you have to let me go.” Celina injected every ounce of bravado she could into the words, then slumped spent, back to the floor.

      This time the woman stood and advanced toward the pink light. She waved something that she was sure was a knife around and a section of the pink light disappeared.

      Celina gulped in her fear. “What are you going to do…?” A knife. Is she going to cut me? “Please, don’t hurt me.” She tried to cower away.

      The woman stared at her, then she rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you. It’s an athame. Do you know what that is?”

      Celina shook her head, sure her brain wobbled around in her head.

      “It’s a knife, used in witchcraft. As for letting you go… We can’t. You’re dangerous at the moment. To yourself and everyone around you. Your power is unstable. Now what do you know about witchcraft?”

      Celina scooted back. “Witchcraft? What are you talking about? I’m just a regular person. Now, let me out of here. Please?”

      The man she knew was a vampire pushed away from the wall, stalking towards the pink light. “Let me, Bertha.” It was the gorgeous vampire she’d seen before—the one who’d taken care of her. She watched him, his walk slow and fluid. She shivered even as fear coiled within her. “Celina, you’ve been ill lately, haven’t you?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “Your head, it hurts. Pulses?”

      “A little.” She refused to tell him anything much until she knew where he was going with this.

      “We believe you are an unknown witch.” She nearly laughed at his words, but his eyes were grave. That alone sobered her. “You are dangerous until you can either control your powers or…” His words died away.

      A lump lodged in her throat. “Or what?”

      He spun around. “Or until your body can no longer contain the power that runs through your veins and you die. Possibly killing many other innocents at the same time.”

      “Oh. Ha ha. I love a joke as much as the…”

      His face hardened and fascination rose. The play of lights on his finely chiseled features caught her attention. Then  she sobered again. He believed what he was saying!

      “It’s not a joke. Lights go out around you. Electrical equipment fails or blows up. Cars seize around you. It’s getting worse, isn’t it? The power that you can’t contain, it’s growing? It’s bleeding out through your pores. Unless we can contain it.” He stared hard at her and she could see the desolation in his eyes.
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