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      I woke up drenched in sweat. My white T-shirt clung to my body, stained with different shades of pink—thanks to my undead pores that perspired a little blood mixed with my sweat. Just one of the many side effects of being a strigoi, a Romanian vampire.

      “Gah.” I gasped as I felt the silver knife pierce repeatedly between my ribs, but it wasn’t happening to me.

      This occurred often lately, ever since Padrick helped me escape from Northern Africa and Traian had gotten caught again. I’d been in hiding with the elf, but multiple times through the night and even through the day when I slept, I’d wake up feeling the pain of his torture.

      Traian had sacrificed himself so I could escape, but because we had exchanged large amounts of blood, it bonded us, and I could feel everything he experienced, even though there were thousands of miles between us.

      The shitty part about all this was his torturer happened to be my father. He hoped he could get me out of hiding by tormenting the man I loved. Although I had discovered a few weeks before that Octavian was my father, I still believed he was a monster. I didn’t care if DNA bonded us. He never once cared for me when I was a human girl living at home. He never supported my mother. The longer my life stretched as an undead, the stranger it became.

      The woman who raised me and who I had called ‘Mom’, turned out to be my sister, but she would always be my mom. She’d taken care of me as one of her own. Grandmother Grace, the woman who died the day I was born, was my real mother. It was all still confusing, and I kept trying to figure out why and how this had all happened—why I had been lied to my entire life.

      Padrick, my elf friend, knew, but he hadn’t said a single thing… even though he had been there when Eva, the gypsy witch, conspired the whole plot. My entire life had been dictated by someone I’m supposedly connected to but never met. Eva had known my mother and Padrick. Traian had also known the gypsy witch and had carried a torch for her until I showed up nearly twenty years after her death. He also had withheld vital information until it had been too late. Had he told me the truth about himself, I might still be living in Seattle with a beating heart.

      The entire nineteen years of my human life, I’d had a multitude of health problems, only to realize that I had magical powers too. Everything ended when I took out a whole city block with a blast of electricity from my hand. I’d died shortly thereafter, but Traian brought me back. He had saved me. My powers should have died with my humanity, but they didn’t.

      No one with special capabilities could keep them once they transitioned to an undead creature. Sure, you get extra strength, keen senses, and can grow your power over time, but magic was supposed to die with your human body.

      Except me.

      Even in death, I was still a freak. I had somehow kept all the powers I’d had before my transition—which shouldn’t be possible—so along with the standard increased strength and keener senses I had the ability to manipulate fire and electricity. Unfortunately, I hadn’t learned to control them yet, but I was getting better. The potions from Satra and the crystals from Padrick helped, however I needed to learn to control these powers on my own, in case I found myself in a situation where I didn’t have access to those magic tools.

      Padrick had me hidden in an ancient underwater Atlantean fortress in the Black Sea. The elf had been watching over me since the day I was born, and I regarded him as a brother and a kind of guardian. Sort of. I didn’t know. Most of the time I wanted to slap the shit out of him, but then I’d remember all he’d sacrificed to keep me alive when I was a sickly human and wanted to hug him. His insufferable arrogance kept me from throwing my arms around him though.

      However, I needed him in my life, because how else would I figure out my powers?

      I am a strigoi and a witch.

      The combination also wasn’t supposed to be possible, but I had proved otherwise. This much power had threatened my dad, which was why he wanted me under his control.

      I should stop calling him my ‘dad’. Just because he passed his DNA onto me does not make him so.

      Come to think of it, I never had a father. Stella, my sister… I mean niece… had a father. He tried to adopt me, but then he ran away when the first round of serious medical issues started as a toddler.

      No wonder she hated me. I’d ruined her happy little life when I came into this world. Her hurtful words at my funeral still echoed in the back of my mind. I wanted to make it right, but didn’t know how.

      A wave of sadness washed over me. I missed my family. It had been three months since I’d been home… since I’d died and gone to my funeral. This was the longest I’d ever gone without seeing my mom and sister—I mean sister and niece. But the person I missed the most was Mindy, my best friend.

      She’d always been there for me to help me solve problems. She helped me get into Community College and then University of Washington, and finally find a job. And now I was thousands and thousands of miles away from her on the other side of the planet. What I wouldn’t give just to hang out in my cozy living room sipping a cup of tea, or go to Taco Tuesday with her.

      But none of that mattered right now. I couldn’t do anything to help Mindy except send my gypsy allies to watch over her and my family. It would only be a matter of time before Octavian found them too.

      The only thing I could do now was figure out how to get Traian away from Octavian before it was too late. Although, I didn’t think he would kill him. Traian was my maker. If he died during the seven-year fledgling stage of my existence, I would die too. After my display of power when I escaped, and the little episode in Seattle, I doubted Octavian would want that.

      I lay down to sleep, but then realized my shirt was still wet. I peeled it off and tossed the sweat-drenched top into a tub of special cleaning potion with the other shirts. This method was the only way I could get the bloodstains out of the fabric. Kind of hard to find bleach and soap, stuck in these ancient ruins that nobody knew existed.

      I slipped into a cotton tunic, a pair of leggings, and some wool socks, then curled up on the cot. I laid on my side, with my hand touching the small amount of earth Padrick had spread along the edge of the bed.

      Apparently, the old rule said for seven years a new strigoi needed to sleep in their coffin surrounded with the earth from the cemetery where they had been buried. Once they achieved the seven-year mark, they could continue their existence as a living strigoi. They got the best of both worlds. They could eat, go out in the sun, and blend in with humans, doing all the human activities, but also maintain their immortality without having to depend on too much blood.

      I hadn’t reached that point, obviously, since only three months had passed, however, I didn’t sleep in my coffin because Octavian still had it in his fortress in North Africa.

      Padrick had saved a handful of earth from the cemetery in Seattle where I had been buried, and just to be safe, had spread it on the cot where I slept. It seemed to work. My body hadn’t disintegrated yet, and I hadn’t felt weak, except for the times when I felt Traian’s pain through our bond.

      I breathed through the current bout of discomfort until it subsided, grateful that Padrick hadn’t come running into my room to check on me. I didn’t need to breathe for oxygen, but the distraction of the smells and tastes of the underground environment helped keep me calm.

      I closed my eyes and suddenly I wasn’t in the underwater cave off the coast of the Black Sea, but in a different cavern—one in a place far from here.

      I’d been here before, in other dreams. They’d started the first night we arrived at our hideout.

      This cave was located somewhere in the Alps. I couldn’t tell if it was Switzerland or France or Germany. The only detail from my dream surroundings I saw was the amazing mountain sheep. They had impressive long horns that stuck straight out from their heads. Each time, I would catch a glimpse of them before I would get pulled inside the mountain, into a cave where at the center, bones lay around a silver sphere.

      Each time, the sphere glowed as I approached. This time, it shimmered like usual, and I heard the familiar hiss.

      “Everly, come find me. Chosen One, I wait for thee.”

      And then I was back in the damp cavern under the sea. Padrick stood over me with a cup of warm blood.

      “You’ve had another vision.” His green eyes flickered in the dark room.

      I nodded as the burn in my throat flared, and I sat up, taking the cup from him.

      “Did you see anything different?” he asked. “Besides the sheep, that is.”

      “No.” I ran a hand through my salt-crusted hair. I could really use a shower.

      “Try to look for something specific. Those bloody sheep could be in any of the countries that share the Alps.”

      “I’m trying.” I gritted my teeth.

      A warm hand rested on my shoulder. “I know. I’m sorry for pushing you. But the sooner you find the dragon egg, the sooner we can get your lover to safety.”

      I closed my eyes as another knife sliced through my groin into my ballsack.

      I don’t have a ballsack, I reminded myself. It sure felt like I did though. “Aggghhhhh.”

      The cup slipped from my hand. Padrick caught the mug and took it away from me.

      “Why don’t you let me sever the blood bond?” he suggested. “You will be of no use in saving Traian if you haven’t rested and recharged yourself.”

      I gave him the middle finger. “Jesus, they’re stabbing his testicles.” My eyes flew open.

      The elf shuddered and grunted. “You really need to let me…”

      He didn’t finish his sentence, because I slapped him, sending him into the wall to the left of my cot. The cup shattered, blood splattering everywhere. I felt sorry for the wasted nourishment, although I would have preferred a good hunt.

      I glared at Padrick. “If you ever again offer to sever the only connection I have with the man I love, I will rip your pretty goddamn head right off. Got it?”

      “Loud and clear.” He stood and rubbed the red mark on his right cheek.

      My palms covered my eyes, my fingers clawing at the edges of my hairline. Why did I have to be so volatile?

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to react so badly.”

      Padrick held a hand up. “It’s all right, I don’t break easily. At least your aim is getting better. But we need to keep training.”

      “I don’t feel like sparring right now.” I looked down at my hand, feeling shame.

      “I didn’t mean right now. Take a breath, and I will go get you more blood.” He left the room.

      I needed to get a hold of myself. My heart hurt—this time from my terrible behavior. I hated how I overreacted more and more each day. It wasn’t Padrick that bothered me… It was that I couldn’t be with Traian. The longer I was away from him, the harder it was for me to control my emotions. He’d always been my rock—the person I could depend on when shit hit the fan.

      Padrick came back a few moments later with another cup of blood. While I drank my meal, he cleaned up the mess I had made. I offered to help, but he refused. When I finished the last drop, he took the cup from me.

      “You need to get more sleep,” he decided. And then he left.

      I curled into a ball on my cot, pulling the blanket over my shoulders and burrowing down into the musty mattress. Only one thing could get me out of this melancholy mood—a visit with Traian.

      I closed my eyes like I’d done countless times and focused on the silver cord, the one that bound me to him. I pulled on the rope hand over hand, and it drew my spirit from my body toward my love. Each time, the process got harder. It became more difficult to reach him as the blood we had exchanged slowly diminished from our bodies—mostly his, as he was being drained.

      Regardless, I felt him.

      After pulling on the cord a few more times, I reached the dungeon thousands of miles away in the deserts of North Africa, where he lay tied to a silver-lined table, bleeding to death. He was unconscious and unaware of my presence. Just as I had felt earlier, long, thin blades stuck out of his groin and testicles, nearly severing his manly bits. I noted the ashen color of his skin and how his ribs protruded from his chest, reminding me of an emaciated person in a third-world country.

      Octavian is starving him to death, I realized. “My darling,” I whispered near his ear. “Please hold on. Don’t give up. I can’t lose you too.”

      Traian let out a soft groan. That was all. He lay there, still as a corpse.

      I released the silver cord, and my spirit snapped back into my body. Instead of giving into the tears and desperation, I felt a new resolve solidify in my heart. I needed to find this goddamn dragon egg, and soon, or the love of my life would die, and I would follow him not far behind.
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      Padrick finally let me use a computer. After months of being cut off from all technology—partially because of my uncontrolled, electrical powers—he finally let me search the Internet to look for clues and pictures of the Alps where I believed the dragon egg lay hidden.

      I squashed the urge to search for my sister’s social media accounts. Or rather, my niece, Stella. Although, who knows what kind of crap she may have put out about me.

      I longed to see a familiar face. I would have looked for Mindy’s stuff, but she didn’t believe in social media. Besides the online classes my best friend took for her herbologist certificate, she pretty much stayed off the computer. Like my mom, I mean sister… whatever… she had never been one for technology.

      I scanned thousands of pictures of mountains. So many ranges of the Alps traversed central Europe. After a while, they all looked the same. Every single one had snow with jagged peaks and they even seemed to be under the same patch of sky. But then I narrowed my search to include the longhorn sheep.

      In my mind’s eye, I tried to recall the last ram I had seen in a vision. His horns were about two or three feet long, and on each were rings. These rings, however, looked much different from the ones I saw in the photos on my screen. The ones pictured were brown, but the rings in my vision had a thin band of gold. And then I remembered the sheep’s eyes… they were golden too.

      “Padrick?” I turned around in my seat toward him.

      He had his back turned but grunted in acknowledgment.

      “Do you think the sheep in the Alps might have some magical attributes?” I asked.

      Padrick slowly turned to face me, his green eyes wide. “Why would you say such a thing?”

      I pointed to the screen. “The ram I dreamed about had golden rings around his horns, these don’t. He also had golden, intelligent eyes. Do you think he was a shapeshifter? A vârcolac?”

      Padrick shook his head. “Not vârcolac. They are only predators found among the Romani Clan. Although…” His voice trailed off into the silence of thought.

      I waited a few moments to let him continue before pressing him. “Although what?”

      He met my gaze. “I’ve heard recent rumors of other clans of shapeshifters in various parts of the world. I didn’t have time to research, as I’ve spent the last twenty years trying to keep you alive, and the twenty-five before that keeping Eva safe.”

      “You watched over Eva too?” I asked, taken aback. Why am I surprised?

      “I’m the one who helped call her spirit to this side of the world.”

      “You and Traian, right?” I shifted in my seat, the creaky metal groaning under my weight.

      “Yes. He was bonded to Evelina, and I needed his blood.”

      Padrick’s tone might have been calm, but the subtle twitch in the muscles of his neck told me he didn’t like to talk about the subject.

      “Did Eva know she had Evelina’s spirit in her?”

      He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Yes, she figured it out once the dreams and visions of Evelina’s memories started.”

      I’d had dreams and visions from both Eva and Evelina’s lives. They always left me feeling a little unsettled because each time, I felt like I was in someone else’s body, except I could still think for myself, however my voice sounded different, and I couldn’t control them. Sometimes our thoughts would meld into one, and I couldn’t tell who was Eva, Evelina, or me. I still didn’t understand why I had been chosen to carry their spirits.

      “Have you had any more visions from the past?” Padrick asked.

      I shook my head. “They stopped after we left Romania.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “If they start up again, you let me know, alright?”

      “Sure.”

      I didn’t think they would. We had bigger fish to fry at the moment.

      I turned my focus to my screen, and Padrick shifted back to his. I doubted I would see any pictures of this ram. If he was magic, he would not have allowed himself to be photographed. But with drones and different photography available, who knew? Maybe there was a picture of him somewhere.

      I continued my search. The screen couldn’t scroll down fast enough, as the internet here was slower. Since I had become a strigoi, my brain worked faster than normal. I loved that I could read books so much quicker than before. Still wished I’d had this perk three months ago when I was in college and studying for exams.

      I continued to scan photo after photo until one popped up of a ram standing on a rock high on the mountain. The photo had been taken from far away, so I couldn’t quite tell the color of the rings on his horns. But his eyes were golden.

      I expanded the image, focusing on the eyes. My hands tingled, and I quickly removed them from the keyboard to avoid short-circuiting the computer.

      This is it. This has to be him.

      To the random passerby, he would have looked to be an ordinary sheep. But I could see the spark of magic hidden.

      I closed the screen after I saved the photo. Then I went into my room and, from under my pillow, pulled out the little pouch that contained the gemstones and crystals that Padrick gave me, and the four glass vials of the potions I had made with Satra. I pulled out the green bottle labeled ‘connection’.

      The stopper came out easily, and I let one drop of the green concoction fall onto my tongue. I closed the bottle and returned it to the pouch and then laid down on the cot. The magic instantly worked. I focused on the image of the sheep, concentrating on the golden eyes.

      “Take me to him.” I spoke softly as the magic intensified.

      The surrounding air quickly shifted, whirling around like a tornado. I could feel my body moving. The surrounding smells changed from the dank underground cave to fresh mountain air. When I opened my eyes, I stood hovering over a cliff, high above the alpine valleys below.

      Before me, past the cliff, stood a small opening into the mountain. The entrance was shaped like an ‘S’. From the gap emerged the ram I had been dreaming about. He looked me in the eye.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      I didn’t know how to answer, so I returned to my body. I sat up, letting my eyes adjust to the dark cave before jumping off the cot and running down the hall to the control room where Padrick sat.

      “I know where we need to go.” I grabbed a piece of paper from the printer and sketched the mountain and the shape of the opening. “Do you know where this is?”

      Padrick looked at my mediocre drawing and studied it for a moment before responding. “That is in the French Alps. Although it could be in Switzerland or in Italy. Those sheep live in that area. I will research and narrow down the location.”
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      Padrick and I had been traveling through the underground tunnels across Europe for two days. We had started just outside of Venice where we docked the submarine we’d used to get to our Atlantean outpost on the Black Sea. Padrick had hidden the submarine on the northern side of the city, and from there, we took tunnels across Italy toward the mountains.

      I hadn’t known about the thousands of miles of tunnels beneath Europe crisscrossing from the Mediterranean to the northern seas and then from the Atlantic all the way deep into the Continental divide between Europe and Asia. Magic folk had used these ancient passageways for thousands of years—although, the ones we were traveling through hadn’t been used in several centuries.

      Every now and then, humans would come across some tunnels. There were all kinds of conspiracy theories and documentaries about them, but what they had uncovered was only a small fraction of the network hidden below, some of which had been built by the Atlanteans nearly fifteen millennia ago… That was one thing I still had to wrap my mind around.

      Atlantis.

      It wasn’t a myth. Most of the legends I’d heard during my human years had been so wrong. Padrick had lived long before the Atlanteans had landed on Earth. Yes, they were aliens. Some conspiracy theories had gotten it right, on that account. The ancient city also had been destroyed by a cataclysm. But it wasn’t a natural disaster or the rising seas of the end of the Ice Age, like most speculative historians suggested. No, there had been a war. One that had destroyed most of the planet and its inhabitants.

      For biblical folks, it was explained with the Flood, Noah’s flood, but that was only a partial truth. According to Padrick, there had been a man named Noah. He’d been given the task to species preservation during the war. And yes, there had been a boat. The war had come about because the gods were angry—humans at the time considered the Atlanteans to be gods. The Atlanteans were not angry with the humans, though, but with another race called the Lemurians.

      But all of this was a story for another time.

      We were on a mission to find the secret cave that contained a dragon egg. This dragon was part of the “plan,” Eva’s plan to destroy Octavian. It all seemed ridiculous, but I went along with it because I had to. I had no other choice. Eva had orchestrated most of my life, and this was the next part. And, so far, most of her predictions had fallen into place.

      Padrick and I stopped our progress through the tunnels when I got tired. It was daylight hundreds of feet above us, which meant I needed to rest. I placed the small sachet filled with my burial earth under my head. The more time went by, the less earth I needed when I slept. Just another thing to add to my long list of oddities.

      When I had rested and drunk a cup of warmed blood, we hoisted our packs and continued our journey.

      Padrick knew his way through here as if he’d done this thousands of times. Which he likely had. He’d lived on this planet in both the Otherworld and this world for over twenty millennia. He knew the whole human history backwards, forwards, sideways and upside down, however his constant need to correct the misinformation that people spread drove me nuts.

      The tunnels went up, and we reached a set of stairs. We raced up them as fast as we could until we came to a crack in the wall. On the other side, we could see swirling snow and feel the wind whistling in. We’d reached the mountains. But are they the right ones?

      When we stepped out in the open, Padrick handed me a white cloak to cover myself and protect my sensitive skin from the sun. It had been several weeks since I’d taken Traian’s blood. I couldn’t be sure his blood would still shield me from the UV rays that could easily incinerate my body.

      I pulled the woolen coat over me and slid a pair of sunglasses over my eyes. From my pocket, I grabbed a pair of gloves that matched the cloak and then I drew my scarf up to my nose for extra protection.

      Clouds still filled the evening sky. Even though it was summer, a vicious snowstorm brewed north of the mountains.

      “We need to wait until darkness falls before we continue our search in the open.” Padrick turned to go back into the mountain.

      “I didn’t just gear up for the sun only to go back into the dark.”

      “Someone could see us,” he protested.

      “What about your elf magic? Don’t you have some kind of disguise you used in front of humans?” I asked.

      He stood there for a moment considering my question before opening his backpack and pulling out two medallions. He hung one over my coat and then put on the other one.

      “What are these?” I asked.

      “They’re like Traian’s time veil that Eva gave him. They’ll help us blend into the surroundings.”

      “What? You mean to tell me you had these all along, yet you wanted to go back into the mountain and hide?”

      I held the medallion in my gloved hand. They were made of silver, but had none of the markings on them that Traian’s piece had.

      “I wonder whatever happened to the time veil?” I mused aloud. “I had put it in my purse, but I lost the bag in the fight in the graveyard.”

      “I try not to use magic unless it’s necessary. Octavian has magic trackers everywhere. Any change in vibration of the force fields around the Earth they pick up and track.” Padrick zipped his pack and secured it on his back again. “From what Traian and I could tell, your purse was most likely destroyed in the energy blast you unleashed.”

      I hoped he was right because it would really suck if the medallion had fallen into the wrong hands.

      I looked up the mountain from where we were standing, halfway between the valley below and the peaks above. “Where to?” I asked.

      “Have you tried to see if you have a connection with these creatures?”

      Padrick’s question took me aback. Why didn’t I think of that?

      Surely, I should have sensed a connection. The silver cords that formed the web connecting me and all the key players in my destiny were always there. I could feel them no matter what I was doing.

      “Give me a second.”

      I closed my eyes. There. The cords stretched across the mountains like a net, but I couldn’t see where any of them led.

      I opened my eyes. “They go everywhere.”

      “Then we must use our extra senses and figure out where we need to go.”

      Padrick started up the mountain on a precarious path. I followed behind him, and we went higher and higher, scaling the surface of the mountains. The wind picked up the farther up we advanced.

      I was used to this weather, from living in the Carpatia Mountains for the first couple of months of my new existence. It almost felt like home now.

      I welcomed the cold mountain air. It was a nice change from the damp underwater outpost in the Black Sea. I took in a deep breath and let my brain analyze all the different tastes and scents in the area.

      Minerals, water, earth, musk, new plants, and plastic. Plastic?

      I glanced around to find the source of this unnatural element. There, at the bottom of the valley, lay a discarded water bottle, wedged between two rocks near the edge of the small alpine lake. Then I spotted a partially buried bag on a snowdrift across the ridge from us. When I focused on the spot, I could see the plastic particles that had already leached out into the surrounding environment.

      Damn humans and their plastic. I suddenly felt guilty for ever using any single-use plastic item in the nineteen years of my human life. I wanted to go pick it up, but there wasn’t time. We needed to keep going.

      As evening settled in, the light changed, and the brewing storm shifted to the east. Storm. My cat. I’d been away from her too long. Padrick had told me she was safe, that Satra had taken the kitten into her care until we could be reunited. I hoped that was soon because being away from her hurt.

      Away from both of my loves.

      With focused determination, I pushed forward through the snow. We would find this damn cave and get the dragon egg if it was the last thing I did. I still had no idea what we’d do with the egg once we got it. But get it we would.

      As soon as darkness fell, I stopped. The pang of hunger gripped my stomach and a fiery burn ignited in my throat. I needed to hunt. The bagged blood helped, but I needed fresh sustenance.

      I paused, taking in my surroundings. I closed my eyes, letting my primal strigoi instincts take over.

      “What are you doing?” Padrick spoke. “We still have a way to go.”

      I didn’t respond to him as I again took in the surrounding scents. My brain processed all the smells until I reached something new. On the other side of the valley, there was a herd of sheep—not the longhorn ones we were looking for. Further up, behind a big boulder, crouched a mountain lion.

      This would be a first. I’d taken down several bears, sheep, wolves, a couple boars, and a mountain goat. But this prey would be different. Cats were very perceptive creatures, and I had a special love for them. I felt conflicted about taking down a feline predator, especially after my recent thoughts of Storm.

      I should just take a sheep and call it a night.

      But I needed something strong and dominant. I needed its strength for my body.

      Padrick sighed and sat down on a boulder. “Go do your thing. I’ll just wait for you here.”

      I opened my eyes and stopped to give Padrick a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks.”

      When I’d gotten halfway down the mountain, I realized this was not a good strategy. I needed to approach the cougar from above. He’ll see me coming from down here.

      I changed my course and went up to the top of the ridge and trailed it from behind, around the valley to the other side. When I reached the location I was aiming for, I crept over the rocks and the peak, scanning for the predator about to become my breakfast.

      I found him crouched behind a rock, keeping an eye on the sheep below. His ears perked back as he sensed my approach, but he didn’t dare turn his head to check.

      I sat still for a moment, waiting for the right timing. And then it came when snow drift rolled down the mountain two hundred feet to the right of us.

      I closed the five hundred yards between us in less than one second. Before he even knew what hit him, he was dead with one swift snap of his neck. This had to be my record for speed in a kill.

      Although I didn’t enjoy the act of taking a life, there was something deeply satisfying in ending something’s time on Earth so quickly and efficiently. At least it felt none of the pain, I thought. Hunting was necessary for me to stay alive. And I needed to keep practicing because I suspected I would be hunted one day… if I wasn’t already.

      The fresh blood filled my body with nutrients, revitalizing my cells, giving me energy and strength to face the next step in my journey. When I had consumed the last drop of the incredible beast’s essence, I laid his body behind a rock and let my fire do the rest, sending flames from my hands until the last of his remains turned to ash and blew off the mountain.

      Expending that much energy should’ve taken a toll on me, but it didn’t. Are my powers getting stronger? I wondered.

      If that was the case, I needed to work harder to keep them in check.
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      Padrick was waiting for me on the same rock where I had left him. He gave me a wry smile as I approached.

      “That was impressive, darling,” he said. “Your first hunt in almost a month, and you’re even better than you were before.”

      “Were you watching me back in Romania?” I picked up my backpack from the base of his feet and clicked the straps over my chest and hips, securing it to my body.

      “Sorry, old habits die hard.” He bowed his head in my direction. “I wasn’t trying to spy on you. It’s just that, even though you are an immortal, I still feel your fragility and want to protect you.”

      “I am not a fragile glass ornament anymore, Padrick.” Just then, I sent sparks like a Roman candle to the snow at my feet.

      “Really?” He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Oh, stop.” I shook my head. “I need to learn to control these things better. Now, we’ve got places to be. Let’s go meet this special sheep.”

      We continued along the ridge. We crossed over several valleys and ridges. And then the fog settled in.

      “We’re getting closer. I can feel the elemental magic barrier protecting these beasts.” Padrick stopped.

      “They’re not beasts, they’re intelligent creatures with magic in their blood. They’ve been guarding the dragon egg for thousands of years.”

      “Obviously you haven’t been around long enough.” Padrick scoffed.

      I was about to say something when I heard a voice coming through the wind.

      “Only the Chosen One may enter.”

      “What does that mean?” I turned to Padrick.

      Padrick shook his head. “Unbelievable. After all this time, they still don’t trust me.”

      I knew there was more to that statement, but as much as I wanted to know the history between him and the longhorn sheep, we were running out of time. Traian was running out of time.

      “He has to come with me,” I said out loud to the mist and then lowered my voice, leaning toward Padrick. “Maybe you shouldn’t have called them beasts.”

      The silence that followed was nearly maddening, but then I felt the herd approaching, one hoof at a time on the snow and rock. Through the mist, I could see the shapes form of three rams with long horns towering above their heads. One stepped out of the fog and stood right before me.

      “Only you may enter.” He stood still, his golden eyes focused on me. “The elf is not welcome on our land.”

      I had to think quickly. I didn’t want to go in there by myself because I didn’t know what I would encounter with the dragon egg. I needed Padrick. The energy coming off this ram’s body reminded me of Leo and his distrust, but it wasn’t directed at me.

      What did Padrick do to make these people dislike him so? Probably the same thing he did with the gypsies.

      Thinking of the gypsies, I realized what I needed to do.

      I slowly lowered myself down to the snow, kneeling before the ram. I placed my head to the ground. He could easily smash my skull with one stamp of his foot if he so chose.

      “I am Everly Greene. I am here because the dragon calls. Padrick is my protector and also the person I need to help me keep my powers under control. It would be much safer for everyone if he came with me.”

      The ram stomped his foot on the rock, shaking the ground under me. “Do you think I would trust this lying, conniving, ruthless creature, who only cares about himself and his gains?”

      “No. I’m asking you to trust me.” I paused for a moment. “You don’t know who I am, and I understand why you wouldn’t trust me. But if we are to save this world from the evil that is threatening to destroy us all, I must retrieve the egg. Padrick has to come with me because he is the only one who has ever known a dragon. I trust him.”

      “Who told you about the dragon egg?” the ram asked.

      Padrick had remained still and silent through the conversation. It surprised me he was letting me take the lead, as I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

      “I saw it in a vision. The egg has been calling to me for almost a month now.” Suddenly, I felt a knife in my stomach. “Please, my soulmate is being tortured. If I don’t take this dragon, he will die, and so will I. If we die, there will be nothing to stand in the way of Octavian gaining full control of the world.”

      Another long silence stretched. I remained still, my face buried in the snow while I waited. The air shifted, and then a small path cleared through the mist.

      “You will speak with the king. Only he can grant your request for the elf to enter our land.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You may rise.”

      I stood up and glanced at Padrick. He nodded.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told him, then I stepped through the opening in the mist.

      The ram led me through the never-ending fog until we reached an opening in the rock in the shape of an “S”. This passageway wound into the mountain. We passed several other horned sheep standing guard along the tunnels. Cast-iron sconces with yellow flames lined the walls, casting a golden light on the dark rock.

      Eventually we entered a cavern lined with sheep at one end. I realized they were guarding the entrance to another room. Two of them moved aside, allowing the ram and I to pass through to the next chamber. This was a much smaller space.

      After a moment, I figured out it was a throne room of sorts. The biggest longhorn sheep I had seen yet lay on a flat rock at the far end, guarded by a half dozen smaller sheep on either side.

      I knew instantly that he was the king, and the one I had seen in my visions. His horns had golden rings on them, and his eyes had the yellow light I had seen. They glowed brighter than those of any other sheep’s in the room. As soon as I reached the center of the room, I knelt down and bowed my head to show respect to the impressive monarch. The silence that followed almost had me doubting whether I had done the right thing.

      “Rise,” a booming voice from the raised platform spoke.

      I slowly raised my head and stood, but waited patiently for the king to direct my next move.

      “How did you find us?” he asked.

      I swallowed hard. “A vision, Your Majesty,” I admitted, hoping the way I addressed him hadn’t been too much.

      The king moved his head, the golden rings catching the warm light of the flames from the sconces on the wall. “Visions? Tell me about them.”

      I described to him what I had seen, leaving nothing out. Honesty would be the key to winning their trust. Besides, I had an inkling that if I had not told him everything, he would somehow know I was withholding information.

      When I finished, the sheep king shifted, bringing himself upright. He appeared even taller and more imposing when he reached his full height.

      “Follow me.”

      He led me through a different opening from this room, with four of the guards following behind me. We then entered a passageway and descended deeper into the mountain. The only sound were the sheep’s hooves on the stony ground. A smell of old earth permeated the air. We passed through caverns that reminded me of ruins of some ancient fortress.

      Maybe Tolkien and the other famous fantasy writers hadn’t just dreamed up these places. Could it be that Middle Earth exists? Three months ago, I did not understand that vampires were a real thing, or that elves walked among humans. Since then, I’d discovered magic, shapeshifters, and other fantasy elements were real. And the list kept growing.

      We continued further down until we came to a tunnel with a dead end. The king stopped and turned, his golden eyes glowing in the dark.

      “If you can open this passageway, then you are worthy to enter, and you are the true Chosen One.”

      The voice—the dragon’s voice—had called me the ‘Chosen One’ each time he had come in my visions. But what if he was wrong? And how do I know that this dragon is a ‘he’?

      “What if I can’t open the passage?” I asked.

      “Then we will have to kill you.”

      I gulped. This had better work.

      I stared at the rock surface before me and studied every groove, indentation, and ridge. Nothing I saw gave me any indication that this was a door or portal. But I had seen the same thing back in Romania. Some tunnels going into the coven’s lair had doors I would never have known were there.

      Is there some keypad with a special code I have to type in?

      These intelligent sheep didn’t seem like the type to have technology. I would have to use my magic.

      But how?

      I ran a hand over the surface of the rock. A tingling sensation danced across my palm in response. Oh yes, there’s magic here. But how can I use it to open the door?

      “Talk to the rock,” a soft voice spoke inside my head.

      I placed both palms on the cold stone and closed my eyes. I had no idea what to say to it. I tried to remember the night Padrick had me hold the gemstones… when I’d placed a hand on the ground beneath me, the mountain had spoken.

      Will this mountain recognize me too?

      And just like that, I felt a vibration coming through the rock. At the center, between my palms, a symbol appeared. A cross with a circle and an upside-down triangle glowed in a silver light. Four flames appeared to branch out from the center of the cross.

      I pulled my right palm away from the solid surface and saw the same symbol hovering over my skin. I placed it over the glowing symbol on the rock that matched it. The next moment, the solid surface dissolved, revealing a tunnel.

      “Well done, young witch. You are the Chosen One.” The king turned away from the opening. “I will send the elf in to help you with the process, but beware—dragons are not the easiest to train, and they cannot be tamed.”

      Who said anything about training a dragon?

      I had thought I was just getting the egg. Maybe to exchange it with my father for Traian’s freedom.

      I stood in place, dumbfounded, while the sheep followed their king out the way we had come, leaving me alone at the entrance of a long, narrow tunnel that went even deeper into the mountain. I knew I should move forward, but I couldn’t. I felt like I was glued in place, frozen by indecision. I didn’t know what I’d find at the end of the tunnel.

      Should I wait for Padrick, and we can do it together?

      I stood there for a few minutes, trying to decide what to do next, when a voice hissed through the tunnel.

      “What are you waiting for, Chosen One?”

      I had come too far to just sit and wonder what to do next. There was no time to dillydally. I took my first step and then broke into a run.

      When I reached the end of the curved tunnel, I came to a massive chamber filled with bones. At the center, on a pile of more bones, sat the silver orb from my dreams.
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      I waited for a short moment, hoping that Padrick would appear and tell me what to do next, but my eyes were transfixed on the silver orb in the middle of the cave. I felt drawn to it. Before I realized what I was doing, I stepped closer to it. The brittle bones on the stone floor crunched under my heels as I gravitated to the semi-round object that called me silently.

      When I reached the center, I paced several times around the orb, observing it from all angles. I had done it. I had found the dragon egg. Though, in person, it didn’t look like an egg. It looked more like a big, silver ball with an uneven surface.

      Where is the voice that called me in my vision, the one I heard earlier? I silently knelt, feeling the jab of the bones covering the ground of the cave. What do I do next?

      I reached out.

      “Don’t touch it yet.” Padrick’s footsteps echoed through the room as he crunched his way over to where I knelt. “The egg will need both of our magic to hatch. It’s been lying dormant for thousands of years—we have to awaken it.”

      “We’re hatching it?”

      I retracted my hand and waited for Padrick to kneel across from me, on the other side of the egg.

      “Yes, how else would we get the dragon out?”

      I nodded in agreement as if I knew what he was talking about, hoping to mask how stupid and inadequate I felt at the moment.

      “Good job opening the portal,” he continued. “It had been sealed for over five thousand years.” Padrick smiled at me and set his pack down next to him.

      “So, what do we do now?” I asked him.

      I didn’t care about history or being congratulated, I wanted to move forward and get this dragon out of the egg. I hadn’t thought about what I would do after that.

      Up to this point, I had only focused on finding the clues from the vision I had seen back in Romania, and the dragon had been part of it. I didn’t know why I needed the creature to save Traian.

      Can I even save him?

      I pushed the thought away as Padrick gave me the next instruction.

      “There is an ancient spell that must be spoken to stir the dragon awake. Evelina told me the spell back when we both lived in Transpatia, and Eva informed me that only you and I could awaken him.”

      “How do you know it’s a him?” I asked, but I already knew. The voice I heard had definitely belonged to a male.

      “Zara told me.” Padrick’s face saddened. “Right before she disappeared.”

      I wanted to ask more but reminded myself once again I was here to move my story forward and set this dragon free. The life of the man I loved hung in the balance… He depended on me to make the right decision. I could feel his pain even now—someone had put silver knives into each one of his fingers. My hands tingled in response to his agony.

      “Let’s get this show on the road, Traian doesn’t have much longer.”

      I unclipped my pack and set it down. From inside my coat, I pulled out the pouch that contained the potions and found the vial of healing. I uncorked the small bottle, the smells of rosemary, sandalwood, and chamomile filling the air. One drop fell into the center of my palm, and I closed the bottle before returning it to the pouch. I rubbed the oil with both hands, slightly warming my cold skin.

      “How did you know which potion you needed?” Padrick’s eyes widened.

      That’s when I realized what I had just done. I couldn’t explain why I had pulled that potion out, except that I felt the need.

      “I don’t know. Instinct?” I shrugged.

      Padrick smiled. “I shouldn’t be surprised.” He pulled his gloves off and rubbed his hands together. “You are more amazing than Eva told me you would be. I have watched you all your life, and even as a human, your resilience and persistence astounded me every day. Most would’ve given up long ago, but not you. Eva chose right.”

      I met his gaze. “She didn’t choose me. I don’t know what chose me, but it also chose her, and Evelina before her.”

      Another shadow of sadness crossed Padrick’s face at the mention of the women’s names, and I realized again then he still loved Evelina. Just like Traian had carried a torch for the formidable elf princess, so had Padrick. He hadn’t stopped loving her, even when Traian had won her heart. And then Eva had come along, who was Evelina’s spirit incarnated, but Traian had taken her, too. And then Eva had died too.

      Neither Padrick nor Traian had told me how it all had ended. Eva died the same day I was born, the same day my grandmother—rather, my mother—died. But every time I asked them about it, I never got a straight answer. Traian always said she had been assassinated by one of Octavian’s minions. Padrick had a similar story, except the timeline didn’t match up.

      But now was not the time to ask these things. All I saw before me was a man who still suffered because he loved a girl who had fallen in love with someone else.

      I reached across the nest of bones on which the egg lay and placed both hands on the elf’s cheeks.

      His green eyes met mine. “What are you doing?”

      “You hurt because you still love her. I’m so sorry that you never had that love returned to you.” I slid one of my hands down until it was over his heart. “You’ve been unlucky in love, but this will change. You will find love soon. Tonight, your heart will heal so it will be ready to accept the one meant for you.”

      Padrick’s eyes softened and glistened. He said nothing as he held my gaze.

      I didn’t know why I felt compelled to do this, but I leaned over and kissed him on the lips. It wasn’t like the time in Romania when I was trying to fool the spies watching us. This was a kiss of healing.

      Tingles from my palm radiated out into him, and I realized that the healing potion was for him, too.

      “These lips will know a lover’s kiss again, when you least expect it,” I whispered against his mouth. Then I pulled away, removing my hands from his body.

      For the first time since I’d known him, I witnessed a tear escape from his eye, trickle down his face, and fall to the bony ground.

      He reached over and took my hand. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Padrick regained his composure the next second and shifted back to his kneeling position. I rubbed my hands again, preparing myself for the next step. Together, we placed our hands on the silver orb between us and closed our eyes.

      He whispered the spell in the ancient tongue of his people. I’d heard him whisper incantations before, but not like this. My hands vibrated with each word, pulsating, as if energy was building inside the egg and pushing up against my palms.

      I’m here. You can come out now, I’ll take care of you, I thought, hoping the baby dragon inside the egg could read my thoughts.

      I should have recognized sensation, because I had experienced it months before at Eva’s gravesite when I’d touched the tombstone. But it shocked me, nonetheless.

      I gasped as the electricity gripped my hands, sealing them to the egg. Images flowed through my vision as history played before my closed eyes. All I could do was sit and watch the memory from long ago unfold… This time, inside a dragon’s mind.
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      Zara flew over the jagged peaks of the mountains away from the Carpatia Valley, following the scent. She knew this could very well be a trap, but she would never forgive herself if she did not follow her gut.

      The trail led her to a hidden mountain cave in an area she had never explored before. The entrance into the cave was wide enough for a beast her size to move easily through but hidden from the human eye. Zara followed the tunnel into the depths of the Earth, until it opened into a magnificent chamber not unlike the one she shared with Evelina, Hunter, and the flying steed. At the center of the room stood a black dragon with his back to her.

      She could smell his male pheromones long before she ever entered the cave. Her heart drummed faster as she stopped in her tracks.

      Zara had been watching him from a distance for months, and he’d been watching her. Ever since he’d allowed her into his mind the summer before so she could see the annihilation his master had wrought on Hunter’s village, they had shared a silent connection. She’d kept this hidden from everyone, even Evelina.

      “You came.” The black dragon’s voice was low, but still caused a rumble through the cavern.

      Zara let out a matching, low growl in response.

      He turned slowly to face her. His eyes glowed green as he stood up on his hind legs and spread his wings wide, spanning the width of the cave. His scales glistened like polished obsidian in the flickering flames coming from the small alcoves lining the walls of the room.

      With one breath, he dipped his head to the floor and released ten tongues of green fire. They licked at Zara’s feet.

      Impressive, but watch this, Zara thought and sucked in a large breath.

      When she released it, red flames engulfed the entire cave. The fire circled the black dragon in an upward spiral until it touched the ceiling. His green eyes glowed brighter following her display of power.

      “I could still kill you,” he said and returned his gaze to her.

      “Pff.” Zara let out a puff of smoke.

      The black dragon dug his talons into the rocky floor and let out a thunderous roar. The whole mountain shook, and loose rock rained down around them, but Zara stood her ground. He pounced on her within seconds, but she let him pin her and place a clawed foot at her throat.

      “Do it,” she purred at him. “Kill me.”

      He growled into her face and tightened his grip. “You are making it too easy.”

      “I will die anyway in the next few days… It might as well be at the hand of one of my kind,” she responded.

      His nares flared. “Is the elven princess dead?”

      “Might as well be.”

      He jumped back, releasing Zara. When he turned away from her, she leapt onto his back, digging her talons into his wings and shoulders, and sank her teeth into the back of his neck. He thrashed about, trying to knock her down, but she tightened her hold. He bashed her against the walls of the cave, knocking off chunks of rock.

      “It’s no use,” Zara growled at him.

      She might not have been as big or strong as him, but she had an elven companion whose magic combined with hers to make her the most powerful creature on the face of the Earth.

      However, she’d seen the Southern Savages. Their strength lay in their numbers, which increased each day. She and Evelina could not hope to destroy them alone. They needed allies. And she needed to fulfill the task.

      Months before, an ethereal woman had appeared next to her on a mountain peak, floating in midair. Her brown hair flew around her head in the night air, but it was her green eyes that captured Zara’s attention. She recognized the soul behind them.

      “Find the black dragon and mate,” she had said. Then she disappeared as quickly as she had come.

      Zara had hidden this encounter from Evelina all these months. This had been her first chance to contact the dragon.

      She held on to the black dragon with all her might—the first of her kind she’d encountered in her entire life. He did not let up his fight to free himself.

      “Release me!” he roared and slammed her against the wall again.

      “Not until you calm yourself and listen,” she replied, then added heat to her mouth as she sank her teeth deeper.

      He thrashed about a few more times and then lowered his head. His body followed in submission. Slowly, he turned his body, and she moved over him until she stood on top of his belly. Zara released his neck.

      He let out a puff of green smoke. “You have quite a bite, but I can still kill you,” he said.

      “I am Zara.” She flashed her teeth at him.

      “I know.”

      “How?”

      “We’ve been watching you for years.”

      Zara nodded. “This I know, but who is we?”

      “My master,” he answered. His eyes darkened. “He would kill me if he knew about this.”

      “He will never know, but we must be quick.”

      They locked eyes. Zara opened her mind to him and showed him the future—her death, and his role in her demise. He opened his mind and showed her how his master controlled him. Between them passed knowledge only a dragon could understand. He was the only one left and their species would end with them.

      “I only have a few moments before he calls for me.”

      “Then we must not waste time.”

      Zara jumped back and spread her wings, opening herself to him. He followed suit. They circled each other in the mating dance before coming together, their bodies intertwining into one. Energy crackled around the two powerful creatures, displaying red and green sparks of light.

      Zara absorbed every moment of their union. She’d never felt so alive, so free, so powerful.

      The moment ended too quickly, but she would cherish it forever.

      Limb by limb, they separated their bodies. The light darkened in the cave as the energy faded. Zara noted the new sensation inside her body—a pulsing energy. Their union had been successful… now she held the great responsibility of keeping the seed within her safe.

      He nudged her gently. “I wish we had more time, but the lord of death controls me.”

      “I know. That is why I came.”

      “I must go. Night approaches, and he awakens. But before I leave, you must take a bite out of my side. He will smell you on me, and he must think we fought.”

      Zara smiled. “With pleasure. But first I must know the name of my child’s father.”

      “Nostafaru.”

      “Until we meet again, Nostafaru.”

      She lashed out and took a sizable chunk of black scales and dragon meat from the side of his neck. He roared in pain, but turned around and disappeared through the tunnel leading out of the cavern.

      Zara stood alone in the vast room. She spat the piece of Nostafaru from her mouth, but one of his scales lodged between her teeth. Using her tongue, she freed the scale and then swallowed it. Within its fibers were imprinted thousands of magical events from the past. Each memory, she transferred to the seed inside her body. When it was done, she carefully wove a magic shell surrounding the seed, shielding it from the world and inquiring minds.

      The next moment, she felt a familiar presence and sighed in relief. With a mighty roar, she escaped the tunnel to reunite with her companion, Evelina.
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      I fell back, panting as the energy inside my body subsided. That was not what I had expected to see, but it all made sense now. This dragon was a mix of my father’s evil steed and Zara, Evelina’s companion—he was like me.

      I recalled the ethereal woman that Zara had seen. It was Eva. She had traveled through time and left clues, hidden from my father’s eyes, planting seeds to take him down thousands of years before he would know anything about me.

      Warm elf hands touched my face, and I opened my eyes to find Padrick hovering over me with brows furrowed.

      “Are you okay? What did you see?” He ran a hand over my forehead before helping me sit up.

      “You didn’t see it? You didn’t see Zara?”

      He shook his head.

      “Huh.” I looked around the cavern and closed my eyes as I touched the bone under me.

      Again, I snapped back five thousand years. There she lay—Zara—her massive body encircling an egg the size of a football at the center of the cave. I watched as she took her last breath. Her body disintegrated. These bones were hers, left to guard the seed.

      When I opened my eyes, returning to present day. I felt like I stood on sacred ground. While I had never met Zara, I had the utmost respect for her. She had fought bravely to protect a small human village from destruction, and when she failed there, the dragon mama protected the last seed of hope for humanity. She owed us anything, but she had done everything she could, anyway.

      “We need to hatch the egg,” I said. “I saw his parentage. He was created like me, another part of Eva’s plans. He’s been waiting for me.”

      Padrick took my hands. “Let us try again.”

      He went back to the opposite side of the nest and knelt. Once again, we both placed our hands on the egg, and he murmured the spell. This time, however, I didn’t have a vision—the dragon inside had already communicated his importance.

      My hands warmed, the fire building inside my palms. That’s it, I realized. He needed my warmth and Padrick’s magic to break the protective seal placed around him thousands of years before.

      I allowed the heat and fire from my hands to flow into the egg. I blocked out all the pain I still felt from Traian’s torture and focused all my attention on the small being awakening before me.

      Padrick continued whispering the spell with his eyes closed. I had opened mine because I wanted to see what was about to happen, but quickly understood why he’d kept his eyes closed. The light from inside the egg’s shell shone brighter than the noonday sun.

      I closed mine again and maintained the flow of energy I was putting out. The power it took drained my body. This required more of my essence than dream walking to Traian or taking a trip to the underworld. I was running out of energy. I didn’t know how long I could keep this up.

      Maybe I’m not meant for this kind of thing. Maybe this was a terrible mistake.

      But I continued to pour everything inside me into the creature waiting to hatch. I could feel my body shaking. My muscles burned, my bones felt like gelatin.

      Come on. Hatch already.

      More and more, I gave of myself. And then I realized the one thing I hadn’t given: my blood.

      I took one hand off the egg and bit into my wrist. I rubbed my wound on the shell. The silver surface absorbed the crimson fluid instantly. Since the skin on my hand had already mended itself, I ripped a deeper hole in my vein and squeezed as much of my blood as I could onto the egg.

      Between the energy from my body and the blood from my veins, I gave everything to this being. I wanted this baby to be born right now. I didn’t know if I had enough blood in me to see it through, though. My strength waned. I couldn’t hold my body up anymore, so I rested my forehead on the egg, not minding the burning sensation against my skin. Tears of exhaustion fell from my eyes.

      I couldn’t do it anymore. I was done. Depleted. Darkness gathered around my mind, and I welcomed it. Silence followed, and blackness surrounded me.

      I didn’t know how long I stayed there. Eventually, I felt hot breath on my face and then a rough, wet tongue on my cheek. I swallowed, noticing the burn in my throat.

      “Ah, she awakens. Finally.”

      I heard Padrick’s voice echo around me so much so I couldn’t tell where it originated from. A soft keening captured my attention the next second. I hadn’t heard this sound before. It came from next to my right ear and was followed by more hot breath and licks. I wanted to swat away whatever it was, but I couldn’t move. Then I felt a small furry paw touch my forehead.

      Oh, my throat hurt. The rabid thirst made me want to scream, but I had no energy. I felt like I had just come out of surgery, and my body hadn’t burned off the anesthesia yet, except in that scenario, the burn in my throat came from the plastic tube the doctor had shoved in to keep me breathing while unconscious—not bloodthirst.

      “Open up, buttercup.” Padrick’s voice sounded closer than before.

      When I didn’t follow his order, I felt warm fingers pry my lips open. Drops of warm, metallic liquid poured into my mouth in a steady stream, taming the fire.

      As I gulped down the blood, each cell in my body awakened, like a desert getting its first rain after a long drought. I found enough strength to open my eyes.

      “Ah, there she is.” Padrick smiled down at me. “One more bag should do the trick.”

      A second face appeared next to him, one unlike anything I’d seen before. I tried to focus on its long shape, but my vision kept blurring it out—except for the crimson eyes.

      Ever so slowly, the image became clearer as I consumed more blood. White, scaly face with silver outlines, a snout with fiery nostrils, and red eyes. When the creature smiled at me, its small, sharp teeth glistened, and a long, snake-like tongue danced from its mouth.

      The dragon.

      I finished draining the bag of blood and tried to sit up. The room spun around.

      “Oh, no, you need to rest longer.” Padrick placed a hand on my chest. “Give it a few more minutes.”

      I again felt a soft paw on my cheek and turned my head in its direction. A gray, furry face came into focus.

      “Storm.” My voice cracked. “How did you get here?”

      She head-butted my nose and curled up under my chin.

      “She showed up right before you passed out,” Padrick said. “Guess you can’t keep a familiar away from her witch.”

      Familiar. There was that word again. Traian had used it before. I guess I really am a witch.

      A hot tongue licked the other side of my face. I raised my hand to scratch the dragon’s head, my mind reeling from the fact that my cat had showed up hundreds of miles away from the last place I’d seen her. And now I had a dragon.

      “What do we do now?” My question was for Padrick. “What do we do with him?”

      Storm stood up, jumped on my chest, and then leapt up on top of the dragon’s head, as if she’d been friends with him all her life. He didn’t seem to mind her sitting between his ears.

      “We train him.” Padrick stood up. “You also need to bond with him and form the sacred connection.”

      “Sacred what?” I sat up, grateful the room didn’t spin again.

      “Although, I think you two have already bonded,” Padrick continued over his shoulder. “He went directly to you when he came out of his shell.”

      “Is there, like, a manual on how to do this thing? Maybe some ancient Viking book that talks about how to train a dragon?” Now that I sat up, I got a good look at my newest friend.

      He had silvery, white scales covering his body, tiny horns sprouting from behind his ears, and little spikes lining his spine from the base of his neck down to the tip of his tail. He was three times as large as the egg had been.

      How did he grow this big so fast?

      “There is no book or manual, unfortunately,” Padrick answered.

      “Darn. All the other fairy tales seem to come true. Why couldn’t this one be true?” I rubbed forehead.

      “Long ago, my people hunted and killed dragons to extinction. The king of Transpatia believed that dragons were another mutation that the Atlanteans had created in their labs.”

      I glanced back at the dragon. “Are strigoi one of those mutations, as well?”

      Padrick dug for something inside his pack before he answered. “Yes.”

      “So all magical creatures were actually science experiments?”

      The baby dragon jumped into my lap with Storm still on top of his head. He looked up, locking his red eyes on me. He seemed like such a sweet creature until he burped, and flames shot out of his mouth into my face, singeing my eyebrows and a few stray hairs that had come loose from my ponytail.

      I wasn’t worried about that—my hair would grow back—but what would I do with a dragon? What did he eat? He obviously would not stay this small for long.

      Padrick came over and crouched down next to me. “Here, feed him this.” He handed me a slab of steak.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” I took the red meat, but didn’t have it in my hands two seconds before the baby dragon snatched it from me.

      “The answer is tricky. Yes, vampires resulted from lab tests, but what your species has become has nothing to do with what happened twelve thousand years ago.” He rocked back on his heels. “And you are even more of an enigma, but you already knew that.”

      The dragon licked the bit of meat juice left on my fingers, while Storm jumped up on my shoulder.

      “Sometimes, I feel like I’m in a strange dream. Three months ago, I just wanted to pass my midterms and be free of your classes.” I laughed. “God, you were a pain in the ass.”

      Padrick chuckled and held his hand out to the dragon. “I hated being so mean, but I had to keep up the pretenses.”

      The dragon pressed his head to Padrick’s palm.

      “I know, but still…”

      My voice trailed off as my attention focused on the beast in my lap, who seemed to get heavier by the moment.

      “We need to give him a name. Any suggestions?” I asked.

      “He’s your dragon, Everly. You get to name him.” Padrick scratched the beast’s chin. “I will let you two, I mean three, have some time to yourselves and figure this out.” He stood up and grabbed his pack. “I’ll be chatting with the king of the mountain if you need me. Don’t take too long. Your new friend will get hungry soon.”

      I listened to Padrick’s footsteps until they faded away. Storm curled her tail around the back of my neck as she perched on my shoulder, her eyes twinkling with excitement.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said to no one in particular.

      The dragon nipped my hand and let out a purr-like sound that bordered on a low growl.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I stared down at him.

      He sat up, placing both front feet on my chest, and smelled my face with his hot snout. I rested my forehead against his scaly one. The leather on his face felt soft and warm.

      “You are so sweet,” I mumbled.

      Storm stayed put the entire time, watching and waiting.

      I sighed and closed my eyes. But another one opened—my third eye.
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      I could see as though my physical eyes were open. It wasn’t through my heightened strigoi senses, though. Everything around me had a purplish hue, but I could also see other colors around certain objects. The surrounding bones that belonged to Zara had a reddish tinge with a black outline to them, but the dragon before me glowed in silver and lavender. I peered past his scales into his mind. His brain lit up, thousands of sparks dashing across the neurons.

      “Hello,” a young, male voice spoke. “You can finally see me.”

      This was the voice that called to me in my visions. Before, it sounded disembodied… now it rang clear. I didn’t know how to respond, because he had spoken using his mind.

      How do I do that? I thought.

      “It will take practice,” he answered my question.

      “You can hear my thoughts?”

      “Yes.”

      His answer sent shivers down my spine.

      “But why can’t I hear yours?”

      “Because you haven’t tried yet. You’ve just opened your third eye, now you must look past the physical. You can see my mind, but what else can you see?”

      I thought about his words and let them roll around my head for a moment before focusing my third eye on his mind again. I tracked a spark through the neural pathways of his brain and followed its rhythm as it traveled across the synapses. With each beat, I heard the sound. It started like a faint buzzing noise but the more I paid attention the clearer it got.

      “You’re doing it. There you go. Pink applejacks. Did you hear that?”

      “Holy shit! I heard it. ‘Pink applejacks’? Where on Earth did you come up with that?”

      Laughter filled my mind in response. “I was just picking random words from your brain. Pink was the color of the lipstick you wore once. Probably when you were human, because you haven’t worn any makeup since you died. Except at your funeral.”

      “Hey, those are my personal thoughts. You can’t go looking around in them without permission.” I didn’t know how to stop him from probing my mind. Shit, did Octavian do this when I was in Africa?

      “Good question. Sorry, you must learn how to guard your mind. You and I are connected, though. I sensed your presence the moment you were born and waited until you were ready to hear my call.”

      I watched the sparks in his brain moving about. The more I tracked them, the more I could see and hear his thoughts. I could see his memories. Most of them were of him curled up in his egg, but there were also a few that had been passed down from his mother, Zara.

      “How did you know it was me? And why me?”

      The dragon pressed his forehead against mine a little harder. “Because we were meant for each other. We are bonded. Don’t you feel it in your hand? In your soul? In your heart?”

      “Finally, she’s using her brain.” A new, sultry, female voice joined our conversation.

      I focused my third eye in the voice's direction and realized it belonged to Storm, who still sat on my shoulder. Her brain fired at a different rate than the dragon’s. I tracked the sparks jumping at different rhythms and could hear her thoughts too.

      “Oh, there you are. You can finally hear me. This will make things soooooo much more convenient.”

      “Storm? You can communicate like this, too? Here I thought you were just a cat.”

      “Witch, you know I’m not just a cat.” Storm purred. “Took me forever to find you. But just like you and the little lizard here are destined to be together, so are you and I.”

      Listening in to someone’s mind took great effort. I must go hunting after this to replenish my energy.

      “How about focusing on sealing your bond with him so we can get out of this dreadful place?” Storm licked her paw nonchalantly. “The elf will teach you how to guard your mind. He’s quite good.”

      I remembered the first time I met Storm, when she’d cowered under the dumpster back in Seattle. She hadn’t taken to Padrick at all.

      “Yeah, we had to come to an understanding,” she filled in. “I didn’t trust him at first. Too many disguises and lies shrouded his true soul. He’s a deceiving fellow, but his heart is pure. He will do anything for you, so I eventually approved.”

      Well… I didn’t know what else to say, or think, for that matter.

      “Shall we?” the dragon said.

      “I need to give you a name.” I focused on him. “You’re silver and white. Argo?” I said it out loud. “Argo.” I had to hear it.

      “Fitting,” Storm chimed in.

      “Argo.” The dragon’s voice deepened. “I like it.”

      I placed my right hand on his head. “Argo it is. We are bound by blood and fate.”

      “And by fire and destiny,” he added. “One cannot live without the other. Together, we are stronger, and the bond is sealed forever.”

      A burning sensation seared across my palm where it touched his scales. Through my third eye, I could see blinding, white light escaping from between my hand and his head. The intensity grew with each passing second, but I refused to remove my hand.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, the burn faded.

      I pulled my hand away and gasped at the symbol on my palm. It was the same one that was on the portal into this room, and on my mother’s pendant, her journal, and Eva’s gravestone.

      I opened my physical eyes to make sure it was real. My third eye shut instantly, but in the eerie light of the cave, I could still see the glow of the symbol on my palm.

      Storm stared at the mark on my hand intently before she hopped off my shoulder, landing on the ground, and then headed-butt my arm.

      “Finally.” She purred. “Can we leave now?”

      I ignored her and turned to Argo, who sat quietly on my lap. His red eyes met mine.

      “You are my master. I’m here to do your bidding.”

      “I’m not your master,” I gawked. “We’re equals. Partners.”

      “Ah, but that is not how it works. He, or she, who claims a dragon egg and releases the babe within controls the beast inside.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Who made that rule?” I blew on my newly-seared mark.

      “Our creator.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “I don’t know. That memory was never passed down.”

      I heard Padrick’s footsteps long before he walked into the room.

      “Well done.” He clapped his hands. “And now we need to get going. It’s only a matter of time before your father tracks us down.”

      From his pocket, he pulled out a paper-wrapped piece of tuna and tossed the meat to Storm as soon as he unwrapped it.

      “That should give you enough energy to withstand the next leg of our journey.” Padrick turned to me. “And you need to hunt. We’ve got a long way to go. I’d wait until we’re out of this valley, though—we don’t want to accidentally kill one of the longhorns who have been guarding this mountain for thousands of years.”

      “What about Argo?”

      Padrick grinned. “What a fitting name. He must eat once we’ve cleared this valley, too.”

      Ugh, I didn’t feel like moving. My body still hadn’t recovered from the energy I’d spent to hatch Argo, let alone all the mental communication and the bonding. Oh, a long nap in my coffin sounds so good.

      “You can nap when we get to our destination.” Padrick pulled another piece of meat from his pack and tossed it to Argo.

      It landed next to my leg, and Argo seized the raw steak in a blink without ever leaving my lap.

      “Can you read my thoughts, too?” I asked Padrick, closing my eyes and willing my third eye to open, but nothing happened.

      “Yes, but I’ll train you how to block inquiring minds.” He threw me a bag of blood, which I caught with my left hand, as my right still felt sore from the mark. “That should keep you going until we get out of this valley. But we need to hustle.”

      “Why the hurry?” I bit into the bag and sucked down the red liquid in one long pull.

      “While you were bonding, someone must have noticed the massive exchange of energy, and Octavian will want to investigate. I felt an unfamiliar presence in the valley and then disappear.”

      “Oh, goody.” Storm scratched her neck with one of her back paws and yawned. “Here come the sheep. Baaaah.”

      A thunder of hooves came roaring through the tunnel. Ten seconds later, two dozen longhorns appeared, along with the king.

      “You must leave now. Take the tunnels through the ancient city and stay underground. The mountains are being watched, both by witches and human military surveillance,” the king said. “We’ve sealed the outer exits—we need to stay hidden for a while.”

      “How long is a while?” I wrapped a protective arm around Argo.

      “A few months,” the king replied.

      “But what will you eat?”

      “We have grain reserves we’ll ration.” The king stomped his front hoof. “Worry not about us. You must take this beast away from here before he grows too large and decides to feed on us.”

      “They do look tasty,” Argo whispered in my mind.

      “If I were larger, I’d try to take one down,” Storm added.

      “Shh, both of you,” I scolded the cat and dragon.

      “Everly, why are you still sitting? Did you not hear the king? We must go.” Padrick locked the waist straps of his pack with a click. “Chop-chop.”

      I stood up and set Argo down long enough to grab my pack and buckle the straps. I turned to the sheep king.

      “Thank you. I owe you a great debt and I will repay it when the time comes.” I bowed to him.

      “Oh, you will. But now you must go.”

      A brilliant idea flashed in my mind. Why didn’t I think of this before?

      I fell to my knees, my palms flat on the stone floor of the cave. All around me, bones riddled the surface.

      So many have died, but from death comes new life.

      I closed my eyes and called to the mountain—to Earth. “I don’t know what I’m doing, but you’ve responded before, so I’m calling you now. Please feed these kind creatures who have sheltered us and guarded my Argo all these years.”

      I imagined the earth softening underneath my hands and knees. I visualized tiny blades of green grass popping out from the darkened soil, bringing new life to this old tomb.

      “You must give of yourself,” a familiar voice spoke inside my head.

      I smiled at the sound of her deep rumble and lifted one of my wrists to my mouth. One bite, and two drops fell to the earth before my skin mended itself.

      “Is that enough?” I asked.

      The response came not in the form of a voice, but of soft gasps let out by the sheep. Argo let out a squeak, and Storm purred louder. I was afraid to open my eyes to see what had happened.

      “Great, now you expended more of yourself,” Padrick grumbled from behind me.

      My eyes popped open, and I whirled around. I was about to make a smartass comment, but the vibrant green covering the entire floor of the cave had me gawking in awe.

      “It worked.” I covered my mouth.

      Argo wrapped his white tail around my legs. “You are amazing, mistress.”

      “I’m not your mistress. Partners, remember?” As I sent the thought his way, I realized I’d communicated with him without the rigorous concentration I’d needed to use before.

      “Partners.” Argo leaned his head against my thigh.

      “The elf is right,” Storm interjected. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Thank you.” The sheep king spoke. “Your gift is much appreciated.” This time, he bowed to me. “Consider your debt paid.”

      I stood up. “This was nothing, I’m still in your debt. If you ever need anything, you know how to contact me.” I bowed again to the king and then grabbed Argo.

      Padrick picked Storm up, and we started toward the entrance. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “You’re going the wrong way.” The king turned his back and pointed his horns to the opposite side of the cave.

      He let out a loud bleat, and the walls of the chamber rumbled. Where there had been solid rock, a small opening now stood.

      “That will take you down to the ancient city. Continue through the tunnel to the northern gate and follow the passages to the sea. Sirens will meet you there and take you to your destination.”

      The king turned and exited the cave, his herd following him.

      Sirens?

      There was no time to ask questions, though. We needed to go.

      I took one more look at the carpet of green grass that now covered the ground. Not a single bone lay in sight. My heart felt good. For the first time, I’d created something using my own magic and helped someone.
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      The ancient city turned out to be the biggest archeological wonder I’d ever seen in my life. How can this place exist without humans knowing anything about it? Who built this fortress?

      “Aliens,” Storm answered from on top of Padrick’s pack, where she’d positioned herself once we got going.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “How do you think we got here, witch?” She lashed her tail out in my face as I followed behind Padrick.

      “Seriously?” I dodged the fluff with one duck and turned my attention to the stonework of the surrounding walls.

      “Cat and spaceship jokes exist for a reason.” Storm settled onto the soft part of the pack.

      Ever since the night at Lakeview Cemetery in Seattle, I’d oscillated between feeling like I was in a dream and worrying I’d stepped into some epic fantasy nightmare. Now things were shifting more toward sci-fi. Between the old Atlantean outpost we’d been hiding in over the last couple weeks, to otherworldly technology that both Padrick and Octavian used, and the history of extraterrestrials manipulating DNA in labs to create legendary creatures, I didn’t know what to believe. It all sounded too far-fetched… but then I remembered I should be dead, buried six feet under.

      Yet, here I am. A blood-drinking, fire-sparking witch with a cat, and now a dragon, as my companions. Not to mention the elf.

      I followed Padrick through the labyrinth of stone walls and arches. Remnants of the civilization that once lived here were sparse, but I still found some indications. The rare rusty switchboard here, and a pipe with water trickling out there… The evidence was clear that whoever built this place had the technology and advanced civil engineering skills.

      But why create it so deep underground? However, despite its location, Padrick seemed to really know his way around here. Hmm.

      The slow burn in my throat squashed any further questions. I hadn’t fed since we were back with the longhorn sheep and we’d been traveling for hours now. Padrick had warned me I’d used too much energy, but I had blown off his comment, thinking I was stronger than he gave me credit for. But now my body felt weak, and I grew hungrier with every step we took.

      He’d given me the last blood bag before we left, and we were miles underground. I hadn’t even seen cave-dwelling critters since we’d left the sheep.

      “You can have some of my blood.” Argo licked my chin.

      I tightened my hold on him. “No. Out of the question.”

      “I am not donating my blood. Sorry.” Storm turned her head and glared at me with her blue eyes.

      “What the hell? Why would I take your blood?” I stared back at her incredulously.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Padrick stopped. “How can I concentrate on getting us to the north gate with all of your chatter back there?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize we were talking out loud,” I cringed. I kept forgetting he could hear our thoughts.

      “The same way I can hear when you use your mouth.” He glanced at me over his shoulder. “My mistake for not packing enough blood for you. I didn’t realize you would gobble it all up in twenty seconds. I also didn’t plan on you bleeding yourself out for this little beast either.”

      Argo growled at him and sent a puff of smoke in his direction. “It’s rude to eavesdrop on private conversations.”

      “If you must know, I didn’t listen in, but all the same I can hear your brains buzzing away like a hive of bees.” Padrick continued forward. “We need to keep moving. I don’t trust this place.”

      The moment those last words left his mouth, I felt a shift in the air. So did Padrick.

      He halted and held his hand out. My feral instincts kicked in and I sniffed the air quietly. The burn in my throat grew instantly.

      Humans.

      Three men were about to enter through a passageway about a hundred yards ahead of us. I could tell by the smell of testosterone coming off their bodies.

      Shit.

      I’d gotten accustomed to the human servants in Romania, and Dara, the slave Octavian had assigned me in Africa, but I’d also had a regular diet of blood and was never around them when I was hungry.

      “What do we do?” I focused my thought to Padrick.

      “Your earth-moving skills. Although, this could solve your meal problem…” he replied.

      “What?” I gawked.

      “Shh.” Padrick whirled around to glare at me. “Sound travels in these tunnels.”

      I lowered my voice to an inaudible whisper that only the elf could pick up. “I’m not feeding off a live human. I could kill them.”

      “They should not have found this place. I can erase their memories, or you can cause a little accident that would make them turn around.”

      “I’m not hurting them.”

      “I didn’t say ‘hurt’. And would you stop talking out loud?”

      “Fine.” I glared back.

      “You and the elf have issues,” Argo added.

      “Yeah, he gets a little testy, but he’s alright,” Storm chimed in.

      “As soon as we get out of this situation, I’m teaching you how to block your mind, so I don’t hear these guys through your brain.” Padrick pointed his finger at me. “Now, use your power to block their path any farther. If you can’t, I’ll go take care of them my way.”

      “Don’t hurt them,” I pleaded.

      “I will not hurt them. I am, however, going to lure one of them here and teach you how to feed without killing.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “I’ll be fine until we get to ground level.”

      “She won’t,” both Storm and Argo spoke at the same time.

      My jaw dropped in disbelief. “Hey, I thought you were supposed to have my back.”

      “We do,” Argo said. “That’s why you need to eat.”

      “Agreed.” Storm decided to lick her back foot at that moment.

      “I don’t know if I like this telepathic communication much.” I frowned. My head to hurt from all the mental talk and the energy it took. I rubbed my temple with my free hand.

      Argo, seeing my distress, jumped down and lay at my feet.

      “Obviously, you are not in any shape to move earth around.” Padrick took his pack off and set it down with Storm still on it. “I’ll be right back.”

      Aw, shit, I thought as he disappeared around the corner.

      “It will be okay.” Argo brushed his head against my thigh. “You rescued me, and now I will rescue you. I won’t let you drain the human completely.”

      “Aw, thanks,” I sent sarcastically.

      “No, really, I’ll bite you if you lose control.”

      “Even better.”

      How had my life gone from crazy to absolutely batshit crazy so quickly? I should have thought this whole dragon thing through, but it was too late now. He was here, and we were bonded—if I died, he died, and vice versa. Padrick had drilled that rule into me the whole way to the French Alps.

      I crouched down next to my dragon. Storm jumped off Padrick’s pack and curled at my feet. I should have been focusing on whatever Padrick was doing to those poor men, but my mind wandered over to Traian. I hadn’t felt his pain since Argo hatched.

      Did he sever my bond to Traian by accident?

      “No,” Argo answered. “I’m blocking his pain from you.”

      I peered down at the silvery beast. “Why?”

      “To preserve your energy. I know you visit him in your sleep, and you can still do that, but for now, you need to keep going until we’re in a safer place. You need to focus on that.”

      I placed my hand on his scaly back. “Thank you.”

      “I would have done the same, had I been with you this whole time.” Storm head-butted my shin. “I miss him too.”

      “Thank you.” I scratched her furry head, appreciating the different texture.

      We stood still and waited. I listened in to the conversation coming from further down the city tunnel.

      “Dude. This is it.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “They will never believe us.”

      “That’s why I got my camera.”

      “They’ll still think it will—”

      The man’s words were cut off, and silence followed.

      I cringed, thinking about what Padrick was doing to those poor humans, but mostly about what he would want me to do when he brought one here.

      “You really should just embrace your strigoi nature. It will save you loads of self-inflicted anguish.” Storm’s ears twitched as she peered down the dark tunnel. “And us the secondhand experience.”

      “She’s right,” Argo agreed. “The three of us are connected through you.”

      “I still don’t understand how I can only now talk to you, Storm, and not before?”

      The cat never once took her eyes off the tunnel. “When you hatched this fire-breathing, flying lizard and bonded to it, you finally unlocked the part of your brain that would help you communicate with your familiar—me—and your companion, him.”

      “But I can hear Padrick, too.”

      “He’s just a different kind of beast,” she answered.

      I smiled at her calling him a beast and mulled her words over as I turned my senses down the tunnel.

      Someone approached our location, moving fast. From the rhythm of his heartbeat, I could tell that someone was Padrick, and he wasn’t alone.
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      Padrick arrived moments later carrying an unconscious man, who he set down on the cold ground at my feet. The man’s skin was pale and smudged with dirt from days of traveling underground.

      Oh shit.

      “You’re in real trouble now, ha ha,” Storm teased. “Get over it and feed yourself.” Her tone had become serious.

      “Okay, I’ve never had to teach a strigoi how to feed, but here it goes.” Padrick pulled the man’s sleeve up past the elbow, revealing the veins that were usually tapped for blood draws in hospitals. “You won’t need to drink too much. Fresh human blood is far more nutritious than bagged blood, so a little goes a long way.”

      “Are you expecting me just to drink from his arm, as if he was a juice box?” I licked my lips as I tracked the blood pulsing through the man’s veins.

      I shouldn’t want this so badly. It wasn’t that long ago that I was human, and one little cut would have landed me in the ICU. Now, I felt like a predator.

      “Because you are a predator. Stop pretending you’re not,” Storm hissed at me.

      “She’s right. The sooner you act like the predator you are, the sooner you’ll be able to control yourself. Traian’s a fool for not teaching you sooner how to feed properly.” Padrick lifted the man’s arm and examined the blue lines of his blood vessels. “Bite right here.” He pointed to just past the crease of the man’s elbow. “Take three to five gulps and then lick the wound with your tongue. Your mouth has enzymes that heal human flesh. He’ll never know he was bitten.”

      “It feels wrong to take his blood without his consent,” I said.

      Padrick stared at me. “We do not have time for this bullshit. You need to eat, and we need to get going.” He glanced down the tunnel before returning his gaze to me. “The spell on the other two isn’t going too last long. I need to get this guy back to his friends and then get them out of here, headed back the way they came.”

      I swallowed hard, rivers of saliva flowing into my mouth.

      “It’s okay. I’ll be right here, and I’ll bite you if you don’t stop after five gulps.” Argo nudged me with his hot nose.

      Gee, thanks.

      “Everly, we have little time. You need to feed now,” Padrick insisted.

      All the muscles in my body tightened, my stomach twisted, and I felt a flurry of emotions washing over me. I hadn’t even felt this nervous when I first had sex with Traian.

      What is wrong with me? This should come easy.

      I tilted forward until my knees touched the ground. Padrick placed the man’s arm on my lap. I stared at it for a moment before bringing my mouth down to the inside of the elbow. The burn inside my throat flared at the proximity of blood.

      I sank my teeth through the pliable flesh until warm, lifesaving liquid poured into my mouth. The explosion of endorphins that followed brought me close to the orgasm I had felt that special night in the crystal cave with Traian. I pulled one gulp of blood and swallowed slowly, allowing all the flavors to dance in my mouth.

      The second gulp was just as pleasurable. So were the third and fourth. But as I went for the fifth, I felt the hot nose of my dragon as he breathed on my neck. I had to stop, but I didn’t want to stop. I could’ve kept drinking—in fact, I didn’t care anymore about this man’s well-being, or the morality that had caused me to act like a virgin a moment ago. I wanted all his blood now.

      But I stopped.

      “Well done,” Argo said with pride in his voice.

      I licked the wound and felt the skin healing as I did. I kissed the spot I had bitten and murmured, “Thank you. I may never see you again, but I wish you good fortune and health.”

      The man stirred, but Padrick quickly hoisted him up over his shoulder and disappeared down the tunnel.

      I sat back and leaned against the old stone wall, feeling like a new person. Holy cow, that could be really addicting.

      I remembered the first time I had hunted and taken down a bear… This was a hundred times better. My control over the feeding surprised me. Every time I had smelled humans in the past, I would feel a frenzy building up inside my body, as I had moments ago. I could feel that craze wanting to take control, but I hadn’t let it.

      Can it really be this simple?

      There was still the matter of consent. I didn’t feel it was right to just take blood whenever I wanted from whoever. I should have asked the man, but Padrick was right—there was no time. Now that I had replenished the nutrients in my body, my strigoi senses were again heightened. Though they were over two hundred yards away, I could feel the heartbeats of all three human men as they spiked.

      I heard Padrick muttering a spell in his ancient elf language. The ground moved underneath me the next moment.

      “What’s he doing?” I placed both palms on the cave floor.

      “He’s moved the humans further down the tunnel, away from the north gate, and sealed the passageway so they can’t come back here,” Argo replied. “This place is old, and humans aren’t ready to discover their history just yet.”

      Wistfully, I wished we had more time to explore this city and hear the stories of its past. I turned around and placed my palm on the stones that had been laid thousands of years before. The next moment, I wasn’t sitting with Argo and Storm. I was standing in a bustling throughway filled with people and creatures I had never seen or heard of in my life, hurrying this way and that. The languages being spoken I had never heard either. There were unique dialects and distinct styles of clothing. I felt like I had stepped into a different world.

      The garments had an old-world feel but looked like nothing I’d ever seen in history books. I noted the surrounding technology. People carried funny looking copper tablets in their hands. The screens looked black and white, but were still more advanced than the modern technology from today. I had focused on a man dressed in a black robe when I was wrenched away from the wall.

      “There’s no time for this, Everly. We need to get going.” Padrick shook me, the ancient people and smells dissolving back to the dusty tunnel we were in.

      “Sometimes I hate you. Know that?” I pushed away from him and picked up Argo. “What did you do with the dudes up there?”

      “They’ll wake up in a bit and find that they reached a dead end. They’ll probably take pictures of the site and continue back the way they came.” Padrick crouched down to let Storm jump up onto his pack. “The north gate is right up there. We still have at least five hundred kilometers to go before we reach the tunnel to the port.”

      “Lead the way.” I motioned forward with my free hand.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. “Was that enough blood?”

      “Plenty.”

      We didn’t talk out loud or with our minds for a long time after that.

      Once we exited the city, I noted the sleeping men at the fork of three tunnels. I didn’t have to ask how they would know that this was a dead end when it clearly wasn’t. Padrick had an impeccable gift for creating illusions.

      I remembered back in Seattle when he was my professor and wore a human glimmer that fooled everyone around, even supernatural creatures like Traian, who’d known Padrick for over five thousand years. But then Traian was wearing the time veil that Eva had given him. Both men had walked right by each other, never recognizing the other.

      So much had changed since Seattle. I missed my old apartment, my family, my friend Mindy, and even my cranky boss, Carol. I missed the beautiful plants in my living room.

      Will I ever return to my home?

      We followed a series of tunnels until dawn. Even though I couldn’t see the sun, I could feel it. As soon as it came up, my body felt sluggish. I still walked another fifty kilometers before having to stop. Padrick gave Storm some tuna, and Argo a bag of jerky, while he ate his salad, fruit, and seeds. Most elves were either vegetarians or vegans, according to him.

      I’d never been a salad person, but I couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to eat real food again. It’s going to be a long seven years.

      But I no longer had my coffin and had survived just fine. Padrick thought it was because I still had the dirt with me. Who knew? Even in death, I didn’t follow the proper rules of nature. Maybe I could eat sooner too.

      I unstrapped the bedding from my pack and focused on something else. “Where did you get jerky? I thought you didn’t have any more food for him.” I rolled out my mat.

      Padrick finished chewing the food in his mouth before answering. “I packed it just in case. I have just enough to get us out of these tunnels.”

      “Where are we headed?”

      “Drage øy.”

      I’d never heard of this place and shrugged.

      “It’s the land of my people.” Argo munched on a piece of jerky. “It’s an island in the Northern Sea.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The stories of our kind have been passed down through our bones. I may be new to this world, but the memories of my ancestors live deep within me.”

      I nodded, thinking about yet another marvel in this crazy world of magic I’d been thrown into. If Argo had the memories of his ancestors, then that meant he had Zara’s memories.

      “I do, and with time, you’ll have access to them.” Argo winked at me and went back to his jerky. “Rest, my little witch. You will need it.”

      When she finished her breakfast, Storm came over and curled up next to me on my camp mat. I took out the sachet with the cemetery dirt I was buried in and placed it under my head. I glanced across the small alcove where we had set up camp and looked at Padrick.

      “Are you going to take a nap too? You haven’t slept since we arrived at the sheep’s mountain.” I pulled my leather coat over my shoulders. I didn’t need the warmth the layer offered, but the action was an old habit.

      “I’ll be on first watch. When you’ve rested, you can stand guard while I take a short nap,” he said. “Don’t worry about me. Just get some rest so we can continue on our way out of here.”

      As I laid there, slowly lulling my mind into sleep, a thought crossed my mind, and I sprang wide awake.

      Why haven’t we seen anyone except for those three humans since we entered these tunnels back in Venice?

      Surely, Octavian had knowledge of this network of tunnels. Why doesn’t he have them patrolled? Unless he did, and we weren’t aware. Obviously, the evil mastermind had access to advanced technology and magic. It wouldn’t take much to keep track.

      “Oh, he knows,” Padrick answered my unspoken question. “He has patrols, but not this deep. Even within the magic community, the knowledge of their existence is mostly legend. Only the handful of us who were alive when they were constructed know how to find them.”

      “But those guys could find them. If humans can why not take precautions?”

      Padrick stuffed his empty salad container into his pack and pulled out his blade. “They simply got lucky. Most humans who make it down here get so disoriented that they can’t find their way back.”

      “So are they going to get lost?”

      “No, I planted the course back in one of their minds. They seemed like a well-tempered team, so hopefully they’ll listen to the one who knows the way.” He leaned back against the cave wall with the sword on his lap. “Enough questions. Go to sleep.”

      Argo finished his snack and curled up at my head. “Worry not, witchling. I’ll take care of you.”

      I scratched his soft, leathery chin and laid my head on the sachet. My mind drifted to Traian. If only he could see the miracle that had occurred earlier in the sheep’s cave. He had known Zara, and now he would know her offspring.

      Just like Padrick.

      I turned my head and snuck a peek at the elf. He sat upright with his head resting against the rock, his eyes closed, but I knew he was awake. He looked so peaceful, yet underneath that serene surface, I knew a keen warrior existed.

      “Go to sleep,” Padrick’s calm voice whispered inside my head.

      “Listen to the damn elf,” Storm added her two cents.

      And now I felt like a kid again, being told what to do, but instead of my mother and Stella, I had an elf, dragon, and cat bossing me around. I let out a disgruntled noise and turned my back to all of them. They could all hear my thoughts and knew my annoyance. Nobody said anything after that, though, and I fell asleep.

      Instead of falling into a dreamless slumber, I felt myself being pulled out of my body and through the tunnels, over the Mediterranean Sea and the vast deserts of Africa. Normally when I traveled to visit Traian, it was of my own will and power. This time, it felt like he was pulling me to him.

      He would never do this unless as a last resort.

      When I reached Octavian’s fortress, I found Traian in one of the lavish rooms, not in the dungeon where he’d been kept and tortured. He still looked gaunt and ashen, as if final death would soon take him as he lay on a chaise, wearing a pair of black, silk pajama bottoms. His head rested against the velvety back, his hair pulled in a clean braid. Even in his ill-state, he looked as handsome as ever.

      He opened his eyes and sat up as I approached. Only when he stood did I realize that his body lay still—the Traian standing before me was an ethereal form.
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      “What is going on? Are you dying?” I asked.

      Traian turned to his body and then met my gaze with a sad smile. “This must be what you look like when you spirit travel to me.”

      “Why are you leaving your body? I’m right here.” I reached out and touched his arm. Sparks of light shimmered where our ethereal skin touched.

      He took my hand, sending heat and ice through my entire being. “I called you here to warn you.”

      I looked up into his face and saw deep concern. “Of what?”

      “You can’t come here looking for me anymore. He knows you’ve been visiting—he can sense you now. That is why my spirit is speaking with you. This room is being watched. They might not see us, but he and his mediums can feel you. You must leave and not come back. If you do, he might trap your spirit here for good.”

      Traian pulled me to him. The feel of his bare chest against my cheek felt tingly and weird but so comforting. It wasn’t like his real chest, but close enough. I’d take whatever I could get.

      “I found the—”

      His hand covered my mouth. “Shh. Don’t tell me. Anything you say can be extracted from my mind. He might even know about this meeting, eventually. I’m too weak to resist him.”

      I pulled away enough to see his face again. To memorize every angle and shape.

      “I love you, Everly. With all my heart. I will survive this, but he’s gotten strong. In the thousands of years I was a slave in his power, he never once did the things that have been done to me now.” He cupped my face and kissed my lips before meeting my gaze. “Don’t come back. Find a way to live without me. You don’t need me, but this world needs you. He is threatened by you and if what I’ve been hearing is true, you might be the one to take him down. Don’t let me slow you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I jerked my head back. “Are you hearing yourself? I can’t leave you or live without you. You are the reason I’m here.”

      “Eva is the reason, actually.” He gave me a sad smile. “She orchestrated this right under Octavian’s nose, but now he’s figuring things out.” He glanced over my shoulder for a moment. “I hope my coven is safe. They need to be warned to leave the caves.”

      “Traian.” I placed both hands on his face and turned his head until he met my eyes. “I can’t leave you. I will come back and get you out of here.”

      “Don’t.” He shook his head and pulled away. “I’m not worth saving. I will put you in more danger.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He turned and looked at his body. “I think he’s finally broken me.”

      “No, he hasn’t.” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’re still talking to me and your spirit is still pure.”

      He faced me and pulled me into another embrace. “I love how you always try to see the good in people. My spirit might be pure, but my mind has been broken. The human brain is a powerful tool, but the strigoi mind is even more prevailing. If broken, it doesn’t mend so easily.”

      “But it can be mended.”

      I felt a shift in the air around me. So did Traian.

      “Go. They’re coming.” He kissed me one more time. “I love you. Never forget that.”

      “I love you, too.” I kissed him back. “And I will be back in body to get you out of here.”

      “Don’t waste your time. Find a way to destroy him… That is the best thing you can do for me and everyone else.”

      Traian let go of me, and my spirit pulled itself back into my body. When I returned to the dank alcove a kilometer underground, I sat straight up. Both Storm and Argo stood at attention.

      Padrick turned his head in our direction. “How is the fiend?”

      “Not good. We probably shouldn’t stay here much longer.” I focused on Argo. “You’re bigger. How is that possible?”

      “I am.” He gave me the dragon version of a smile, with his fiery tongue hanging out the side of his mouth like a happy puppy. “I had a growth spurt in the last twenty minutes.”

      I jumped to my feet and measured where his head came to now. He used to stand at knee-height, now he came to mid-thigh. He hadn’t even been hatched for twenty-four hours.

      “How am I going to carry you if you keep growing?” I held a hand up. “Not that it’s a bad thing you are increasing in size.”

      “I can run alongside you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Most certain. It will be good for me to get some exercise.”

      “Whatever you say.” I patted his head and turned to Padrick. “Take your power nap and then we need to go.”

      “You didn’t get much sleep.” Padrick yawned.

      “I got enough. Now sleep so we can get out of here.” It felt good to repeat those words back to him.

      “Fine,” he mumbled.

      He never changed position or pulled out his mat. He just closed his eyes, appearing the same as he had when he was on watch.

      While he rested, I did my meditation and placed my crystals in a pattern in front of me. My two companions curled up on either side of me and napped. The quiet time was exactly what I needed to process what Traian had said.

      I couldn’t do what he asked. There was no way I could leave him there or ever forget him. That just sounded like madness.

      Using my internal compass, I found north and set the amethyst in that point of the grid. Earth, strengthen my love with your energy.

      I placed a carnelian at the south point. Fire, burn away any poison that has tainted his mind, body, and spirit.

      At the west, I put an aquamarine. Wash my love’s soul with your mighty water and cleanse his spirit of all the pain and sorrow that has been inflicted upon him.

      Finally, to the east, I set a clear quartz, and at the center of the grid, a heart-shaped rose quartz. Air, carry my love and shelter him from harm until I can rescue him from evil.

      I didn’t follow the normal grid patterns that Padrick had taught me and I didn’t care. This felt right, and that was all that mattered.

      To complete the spell, I sprinkled a pinch of dried sage and vetiver over the crystals and added a few sparks of energy from my right palm. The tiny arcs of light came from the newly branded cross symbol on my hand.

      My third eye opened. I nearly gasped at the sight before me. Each of the gemstones glowed, sending rays of light into the alcove. Purple, blue, yellow, pink, and white lights danced on the walls of the cave. All the specks of herbs smoldered from the sparks of energy I’d infused the grid with.

      I did that? I observed in awe.

      This was the first time I’d cast a spell. I’d made potions before with Satra and worked on crystal grids and chi flow with Padrick, but this was the first time I’d done something on my own, combining all the forms of magic I knew into one.

      As I focused on the light image, I noted the shape it had taken—a cross. The north being the top, the south the bottom, with west and east the sides and the heart at its center. I hadn’t done the later on purpose.

      Wow.

      The pattern of energy from the cross lifted and hung before me in mid-air.

      Go, I bade it.

      The grid of light expanded and exploded into a blinding, white light. The room returned to its normal darkness. The only thing I could see were the auras of the three living creatures in the cave with me. Green for the elf, red for the dragon, and purple and gray for the cat. As I studied them, I became aware that no one was sleeping anymore—all three of my friends were, in fact, watching me.

      I opened my eyes, and my third eye closed.

      “What is it with you and magic? Don’t you understand that every time you extend yourself like this, you’re weakening your energy reserves? Never mind that you’re sending out a metaphysical beacon to Octavian’s spies.” Padrick stood up and strapped his sword to his waist. “You might as well have told them where we were. Now we really need to move.”

      “That was brilliant.” Argo nudged me with his wet, hot nose. “It’s so wonderful to be with you at last.”

      I gathered the gems from the ground. “‘At last’?” I turned my attention to him.

      “I knew you would come to hatch me. My mother told me so.” Argo met my gaze. “That was the last thing she told me before she passed.”

      “How?” I knelt to be more eye level with him.

      “Eva had visited her right before she died and told her you would come in five thousand years.”

      “Enough, we need to move,” Padrick barked at us as he hoisted his pack.

      “I need to do one more thing.” I pulled out the connection potion and put a drop on my tongue.

      “Not more magic, damnit.” The elf growled inside my mind, though his face appeared calm.

      “I have to warn them.” I said and closed my eyes.

      The image of Justina and Cornell appeared in my mind and I focused on their location in the cave in Romania. This took more effort than I was ready to give, but it didn’t matter. I found Cornell in the control room sitting before a massive monitor. His brows crunched together, and he rubbed his chin. He looked up at me the next moment, eye wide.

      “I don’t have much time. They’re coming for you. Get out of there before it’s too late. And warn the gypsies too.”

      “How in the hell did you…” He stood up.

      “Cornell, please. Traian isn’t doing well. You must get everyone out of here.” I lost my connection.

      The control room faded, and I found myself in a candle-lit black and red bathroom. In the massive tub lay a naked Justina. Her feral eyes focused on me the moment I entered. “What the fuck?”

      “There’s not much time. Traian is not doing well. You guys need to get out of here because Octavian is coming.” I spat out as quickly as I could before I lost the connection.

      “How are you here?”

      “It’s my spirit. Justina, please, save the coven.” And then I was back in the tunnels with Padrick, Argo and Storm.

      “Done. Let’s go.” I whispered, feeling weakened from the energy exertion.

      “That was the stupidest thing you could have done. You might as well have doomed everyone.” Padrick shook his head.

      Ignoring him, I rolled up my mat and strapped it again to my pack. “You can ride up top until you get too big for that too,” I told Argo.

      He stretched out his iridescent, silvery wings and leapt up, talons gripping the straps and loops of my pack. He climbed until he was atop, where he settled in, letting his spiky tail drape over my right shoulder. Storm followed suit on Padrick’s pack, and we were off.

      We scaled the sides of massive underground ravines, scrambled through tunnels, and shimmied through tight spaces that opened into vast caverns. The closer we got to the surface, the more I noticed human activity. Places where spelunkers had ventured popped up everywhere.

      I could pick up the heartbeats of humans less than a mile away from us, but I smelled the residual human scent from those who had been close by. Thankfully, we weren’t headed in their direction.

      As we continued our journey, I sensed two nonhuman energetic sources about five hundred yards behind us in the tunnel. I froze, as did Argo. Padrick had sensed them too. We all stood still as statues, waiting to see who these people were and what their next move would be.

      It didn’t take long to know that they had noticed us too.
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      We had two choices, either run and hide or face them. I wanted to believe that they were just innocent magical folk who used these tunnels to travel, just like we were. Somehow, in my gut, I felt the opposite was true. They were looking for us.

      “What do we do?” I channeled my thought to Padrick.

      “They are scions, the same creatures we battled in the cemetery. Once they see us, more will show up, and they’ll keep coming. I will fight until they’re destroyed completely, but I can’t take on an army.”

      “Gee, thanks. Who was the person who took them down in Seattle?  Hm, I wonder who that was?” I made my mental voice as sarcastic as possible.

      “It’s not the same. We’re a kilometer underground. Where are you going to get the electricity you used last time?”

      I held up my right hand and thought of kissing Traian. Two seconds later, from the new mark on my skin, arcs of silver light crackled a foot high above my palm.

      “Right here.”

      “What if you accidentally cave the tunnels in on us? It’s not safe for you to use your powers down here.” Padrick’s brows creased, and the ever-present scowl on his face deepened. “I will have to hide us.”

      “That’s not going to work.” I grabbed my potions pouch and pulled out the channeling bottle.

      “No, don’t do that,” Padrick warned.

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      I really didn’t, but sometimes it was necessary to pretend until the answer came along.

      “I’ve dealt with these creatures for thousands of years,” Padrick retorted, “you’ve only had one encounter. You’re going to kill us all.”

      “The elf has a point.” Storm chewed on one of her claws. “I’d rather not die today, if that’s okay with you.”

      “You guys, I can do this.” I pulled the stopper and took two drops of the channeling potion. “But I’m going to need your help.” I turned my head to Argo. “You must stay here with Padrick and Storm.”

      “And miss all the action? Not a chance.” Argo let out a puff of smoke.

      “I don’t want them to see you. If they do, they’ll transmit the information to Octavian, and he certainly doesn’t need to know how you look. Not until you are full-grown and ready to kick ass.”

      “You’re not going alone.” Padrick stepped forward soundlessly.

      “I need you to have my back, in case this doesn’t work.” I meet his angry gaze. “They already know what I can do. It won’t be a surprise, but I need you all to channel your energy through me.”

      I placed a drop of the potion in Argo’s mouth. Storm reluctantly took a drop, and then

      Padrick swallowed the two drops I gave him.

      “I’ll guard the rear. This could be an ambush,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      I stowed the small bottle and gave them all a mental picture of what I had planned. I would rush the scions head-on and blast them with my electricity before they could contact their leader. Then I would collapse the tunnel over the area, sealing the passageway as we went.

      Padrick nodded in agreement. “Not a bad plan for a fledgling, witchy strigoi. But I can’t send you out there. You haven’t completed your training, and the possibility of caving in the tunnels over us is still strong.”

      “I’m the only one who has this kind of power here. I took care of them once before, I can do it again.”

      “Fine, if you don’t get them on the first try, I’ll be right behind you.” He pulled out his elven sword from its sheath. “You aren’t going alone.”

      “Whatever.”

      I rolled my eyes at his overdramatic pose. Until now, he’d looked like a mountaineer or an explorer, with all his adventure gear on and that black beanie covering his platinum hair and pointed ears. But now, holding his sword and crouching down, someone would have to be blind not to notice his otherworldly presence.

      I turned on my heel and raced down the tunnel as fast as I could without hesitation. I was ready for this. I would kick some scion ass as soon as I—

      Wham!

      I hit an invisible wall so hard, I broke my nose and fell flat on my back. I scrambled up, ignoring the blood that dripped down my face and trying to sit up, but something kept me down, an unseen force.

      Invisible shackles pinned me to the rocky floor. I lifted my head and peered forward. Two scions scampered on all fours in my direction.

      Shit.

      I tilted backward and noticed a figure hiding in a small nook in the wall. I hadn’t sensed her presence until now.

      “I’m coming, Everly,” Padrick spoke. “I sense a third person.”

      “Yeah, too late. Stay away before she catches you too.”

      The woman stepped out of her hiding spot and sauntered toward me, her long, silky, black ponytail swaying back and forth in a seductive dance. Her eyes were completely black, no white showing. Just as Padrick came around the corner, she held up a hand, and he hit an invisible wall as well but caught his backward fall.

      “Sorry, elf.” She chuckled. “You’re too slow. She’s mine.”

      Padrick’s eyes widened. “Everly, run.”

      “I can’t. I’m being held down.”

      “Gods have mercy. I shouldn’t have sent you in first.” He hit the wall with his palm before trying to stab it with his sword. The blade bounced off and flew out of his hand. The clanging of the metal echoed through the tunnel.

      “Hello, sweetie, your daddy has been looking for you.” She smiled down at me with her tar-black lips.

      But she’s human, not strigoi. I could feel her heartbeat pounding away inside her chest. I closed my eyes and let my third eye open—something I should have done before I came charging in.

      With my witch’s eye, I could see the barrier between me and Padrick glowing violet. I focused on the woman. The purplish glow with black flames coming off her body gave her the look of a demon spirit, but then I noticed her third eye observing me.

      “What are you?” I asked.

      “I am your worst nightmare, but lucky for you, your daddy asked that I bring you home unharmed.” She brought up her opposite hand, coaxing me to come closer.

      My body rose of its own accord, but I still couldn’t move my feet or arms. All four limbs spread out and I couldn’t wiggle anymore. I floated toward her until I bumped against her palm. She stood about five inches taller than me and leaned in until her lips brushed my right ear.

      “I can also be your biggest pleasure.” She ran a black polished nail down the side of my face before slipping her hand inside my coat and groping my breast. “Daddy didn’t say I couldn’t have fun, and I really dig vamp chicks.”

      My body went into shock at what was happening. All my life, I’d been warned about men and how to avoid rape, but no one had ever mentioned the possibility of women raping other women. I’d never been touched so inappropriately.

      Think. You can fight this. I tried to pep myself up. I would have sunk my strigoi fangs into her delicate neck, but I couldn’t even move my head now, so I did the next best thing.

      “Fuck you, bitch.” I spit on her face.

      The woman pulled her hand out of my shirt and slapped me hard enough to crack my skin before grabbing my crotch. “I’m taking you now, right in front of your friends.” She moved her other hand, the one that had erected the barrier, and pulled out a knife. “You killed my lover, and now I have no one to play with.” Her lips turned into a sadistic pout.

      “Everly, open your channels, let me take control,” Padrick ordered me.

      “What?”

      “Listen to the elf!” Both Argo and Storm yelled so loud inside my head, I thought it would explode.

      “How?”

      The woman opened my coat and tore through my shirt with one slice of her blade, revealing my abdomen. “Don’t fight it. You’ll be thanking me for showing you how things are done.” She looked over my shoulder. “Hold her down, boys.”

      I felt two pairs of icy hands holding my arms and another two pairs securing my legs. The scions. Four of them. They’re multiplying in numbers. My attention moved back to the woman when I felt her hot breath just below my belly button. Why can’t I blast her with electricity? Where did my powers go? I looked at Padrick. “Do something!”

      The woman carved letters into my skin. W-H-O…

      “Open your channels,” Padrick insisted.

      “I don’t know how, and she’s blocking my powers!”

      R-E.

      “Nice tattoos.” The woman burst into laughter before she licked the blood flowing from the wounds.

      Why aren’t they healing? I panicked. “Help me, Padrick.”

      “Open your damn mind and let me in,” Padrick pleaded with his eyes, his emerald green aura flashing brighter and brighter.

      I closed my third eye and let Padrick’s green light in. Instantly, I felt the shackles holding me shatter. The blast knocked the woman and the four scions back. I opened my eyes as my foot swung around and kicked her in the face before I pounced. I went to rip her head off her shoulders, when, she tried to hit me with a barrier of energy, but this time, I was prepared, and counteracted with an explosion of light.

      Our energies collided with a fierce force that rocked the tunnel. Padrick stumbled forward.

      “You’re in charge. I’ll take care of the black witch, you handle the scions.” I felt his presence leave my mind as he swung his sword to clash against her small blade.

      I whirled around, semi-disoriented, and charged the black, wraithy things coming toward me. They’d doubled again. Their maws gaped open as they leapt into the air to overtake me, but I blasted them with another wave of light and electricity. The first four disintegrated before me, but now eight more came charging.

      Shit. I took them down with another ball of light, but they kept multiplying. Where are these guys coming from?

      “Let me help,” Argo said.

      “Don’t you dare come in here,” I yelled at him, my skin burning from the open wounds.

      “With all due respect, if you die, I die. Open your mind.”

      “Oh fuck, not you too.” I knocked the next set of scions back with another blast of electricity. “I don’t think I can handle another person inside my body right now.”

      “Not your body. I will channel my energy into you so you can take care of all of them at once.” His voice sounded more urgent.

      I closed my eyes and raised my hand. “Go.”

      My third eye opened again. I could feel the ball of light traveling down the hall toward me. It missed Padrick and the woman he dueled and hit me straight in the back. I directed the energy through my right palm. The ceiling started collapsing over the wraiths.

      I backed up before turning around and breaking into a run. I let my third eye lead me to Padrick, then I pushed him behind me and sent another powerful blast into the woman. It knocked her back just as the tunnel collapsed over her.

      “Run!” I pushed Padrick ahead of me as the ceiling continued to collapse behind us.

      When we reached the rest of our group, we grabbed our gear as we ran. Storm jumped up onto Padrick’s back, and Argo kept pace next to me. We must have run about a dozen or so yards before we felt safe enough to stop briefly.

      None of us spoke as we continued our journey into the bowels of the Earth. It would be awhile before we could talk about what had happened. All I knew was that now, I was extra hungry. Hadn’t I just eaten?
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      Eventually we came to an old staircase that ascended for what looked like forever. Two thousand and fifty steps later we entered a cave with a water pool. I could tell from the salty smell that the underwater tunnel led to the ocean.

      “This is it.” Padrick turned to me. “Let me tell you about sirens. You do not want to piss one off—in fact, it’s best if you just stay far away from them. They don’t like other magical creatures. However, the queen of the sirens owes me a favor.”

      The water shifted in the pool and bubbled as if it was a glass of champagne. Suddenly, three female faces emerged from the water. Their shoulders followed, but their bottom halves stayed submerged.

      “What is this about owing you something?” the one in the middle asked. “I owe no one anything.”

      Her hair was as green as the grass I had grown for the mountain sheep. Her eyes matched her hair and sparkled like two shiny emeralds. The girl to her right had vibrant, fire engine red hair and ruby eyes. The girl to the left had blue hair and sapphire eyes.

      Mermaids. Holy shit.

      All three of the girls turned their eyes to me. The two on the sides hissed and showed me their glistening, sharp teeth. Their beauty quickly turned to something out of a nightmare, as their mouths opened too wide.

      “Why have you brought a bloodsucker to our sacred space?” the girl in the middle hissed at Padrick. “I can barely tolerate you, elf, and you know how I feel about these ungodly creatures.”

      “Now, now, Zafora, she is a friend of mine, and I trust her with my life,” Padrick began.

      All three hissed louder. From the top of my pack, Argo reared his head up and roared back at them, sending tongues of fire into the air. Storm joined the hiss fest and added her feline growl to the mix. But Argo had stolen the show. The moment he showed himself to the women, their mouths shut, and their eyes grew wide.

      “It can’t be,” Zafora spoke in awe. “There hasn’t been a dragon since Zara died. Even Nostafaru didn’t live long after she died.”

      Argo leapt off my pack and landed on the ground by the water’s edge with a gentle thump. He inched closer to the pool, and Zafora swam to him. He lowered his head so she could touch his sparkly scales. She ran a hand over the side of his head and closed her eyes. Argo closed his eyes too. They stood in this position for a few moments.

      I tried to listen in and hear what they were talking about, but I hit a solid black wall. Either Argo or the siren was blocking their conversation from curious minds such as mine. That didn’t seem fair.

      “You’ll learn how to do this too,” Padrick assured me. “But first, we need to cross the sea to the Drage øy.”

      Argo and the siren finished their conversation and then broke contact.

      “She can’t read minds, but she can communicate through touch. I had to tell her we were safe,” Argo explained. “You’re being tracked energetically.”

      “I will grant you passage this once, elf.” Zafora turned her head in my direction. “I still don’t trust you, and I have to break the bond you have with your lover. You’re being tracked.” Disgust dripped off her words.

      “No.”

      “How do you think that witch and those wraiths were able to find you?” Padrick asked. “I agree, you need to break that bond, before you get us all killed.”

      This was not what I expected. My bond to Traian was the only thing connecting me to him and keeping me from losing my mind. If that was severed, how would I know what was happening to him? How would I get into my father’s facility? Yet the siren and Padrick had a solid point. That bitch hadn’t shown up until after I had dream walked to Traian.

      But I didn’t actually dream walk.

      The whole interaction had been odd. Even Traian had acted weird in his spirit form. He had told me to not come back because Octavian planned to capture my spirit, but what if that wasn’t the real reason? What if that was just a smokescreen for one of Octavian’s witches to try to latch onto my spirit right then and track me?

      I looked at Argo and Storm, hoping they would give me some words of wisdom. Now I’m relying on a newly hatched dragon and a cat for advice? What a strange world I lived in.

      “You really need to do this,” Storm said.

      “Agreed,” Argo added.

      “You won’t be able to focus on training Argo, and Octavian will find us.” Padrick chimed in. “This doesn’t mean that you won’t see the fiend again. It means we need to stay hidden before we make it to the island, so your father cannot track us.”

      “We’re wasting time. Let’s get this done,” Zafora said impatiently. “Come here.” She waved at me.

      I took a deep breath and approached her with slight trepidation. I closed my eyes and observed her with my witch eye. Her green aura sparkled against the blue water, a different hue than Padrick’s emerald shimmer. She had more of an aqua shade.

      “Witch, come kneel here so I can touch your thoughts.”

      I heard her loud and clear, but I checked again with Argo and Storm.

      “Go!” both shouted at me.

      “Okay, okay.”

      I held my hands up and pulled off my backpack before kneeling at the water’s edge, where Argo had been moments ago. I lowered my head so it was within her reach.

      Cool, wet hands cradled the sides of my forehead, her thumbs gently brushing my third eye. I twitched at the energy ripple that her touch produced.

      “Hold steady, witch. I’m only seeking the bond to sever it.” Zafora prodded with her mind. “Aha. My goddess, you have a strong bond. This will take a moment.”

      It felt like her fingers had reached into my mind through my third eye. I could feel her digging around inside my head. This felt more invasive and violating than being touched by that witch bitch in the tunnels. My skin crawled. I didn’t think I could take any more people inside my body or touching me.

      “There. Found the spirit tracker,” she proclaimed as, with her long fingers, she pulled a black and silver cord from the middle of my chest.

      I watched with my third eye, but my spirit felt the energy being drawn out of my body, and tiny strings tugged and snapped with each pull. The cord disappeared in her hands as she moved away. The process wasn’t painful, but it wasn’t comfortable either.

      Then there was resistance.

      Zafora couldn’t get the last bit to budge. The other two sirens flanked her and pulled too, but something was tugging me back. I glanced around to make sure Argo or Padrick weren’t behind me, but both were at a safe distance.

      Then I felt the knife stab me in the center of my chest. I looked down to make sure a blade wasn’t sticking out.

      “That bottom-feeding sack of rotting testicles knows you’re severing the connection with your lover. He’s trying to get to you one last time.” Zafora spoke through gritted teeth as she continued to pull. “Sorry, you’re going for a swim.”

      I didn’t have time to react before I fell forward—a perfect belly flop into the bubbling pool of water. Both the red and blue sirens came over and held my shoulders back as Zafora yanked the cord clean off. The silver and black tendrils floated about and then dissolved, as did the pain in my chest.

      Then I felt part of my spirit being ripped away.

      The water stilled around me as the three sirens circled slowly. I stood suspended, unable to move. Through my witch’s eye, I could see their auras shimmering through the water.

      What have I done? I could feel tears filling my physical eyes. A sense of hopelessness set in. Will Traian hate me for doing this?

      “Enough with the pity party, witch.” Zafora slapped my cheek. “You’ve got a job to do.”

      My witch’s eye closed and my physical eyes opened. I could feel my hands tingling even in the water. I let the energy build in both hands, even the one with the rhodochrosite ring from Traian.

      “Save it for the bad guys. We need to get you to the north isles.” Zafora gave a bored shrug and pushed toward the surface as did the other two sirens.

      Everything was happening too fast. The scions, the witch, these sirens, my body being invaded, the connection being broken… I couldn’t bear to think about not being able to travel and visit Traian.

      What will they do to him?

      And then there was my dragon. I had severed my bond to Traian to protect Argo, because we needed him too.

      “I’m right here.” Argo’s voice sent a wave of calmness through my body. “Come up when you’re ready, but don’t wait too long. We need you, too.”

      I smiled and sent all the energy inside my hands downward. The blast propelled me up through the water until I surfaced. My body did a flip in the air, and then I landed next to where I’d left my pack with a loud, squishy thump from my water-logged boots. It wasn’t a graceful, superhero-like landing, but I kept my body upright even though I felt like a drowned rat. When I inspected my bare midriff, the words the black witch had cut into my skin had healed.

      “It’s time,” Zafora said.

      Her two sidekicks rose from the water and formed a circle with their leader, joining hands over their heads. And then they sang.

      I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but the melody was both haunting and hypnotic. Each note sent shivers down my spine. I could feel my skin turning into gooseflesh underneath my jeans and leather jacket. This was what the legends spoke of. The siren song that leads the wayward sailor to his death.

      If vampires, elves, shapeshifters, and dragons exist, why not sirens too?

      Their song grew in volume with each note. Then it stopped. At the center of their circle was a large bubble of water. One girl released her hand, and from there, a watery walkway opened to the edge of the pool.

      “You may enter our vortex,” the girl with red hair said.

      “Vortex?” I turned to Padrick.

      “It’s the fastest way to get to Drage øy without being detected by your father.” He stepped forward to the edge of the rock.

      “What are you doing? You can’t honestly think you can walk on water.” I grabbed his arm.

      “Watch me.” He stepped out of my reach, right onto the water staircase.

      Sure enough, he reached the center of their circle, where he entered the open water bubble. Storm, who sat on his pack, didn’t seem fazed by this. I found that odd, as she is a cat, and cats rarely get along with water.

      “Come on. It’s not that bad,” she coaxed me while licking her paw.

      Argo didn’t even hesitate. He bounced down the steps into the vortex as if he was ready for some epic adventure. I followed him, even though everything in my body screamed, “Don’t do it.”

      Once I stepped inside the opening, the redheaded girl clasped hands with Zafora, and the vortex closed, sealing us in the water bubble.

      “Here we go. Hang on tight.” The girl in blue smiled mischievously.

      She wasn’t kidding. Suddenly we plunged deep toward the bottom of the pool and through a tunnel that led us to the open sea. But instead of going up to the surface, we continued further down to the ocean bed and then moved forward.

      My body thrashed about at the quick direction change. The little bubble felt like a transparent submarine with flexible sides. We shot through the water like a torpedo, but twenty times faster.

      We traveled at this speed for maybe an hour. I couldn’t tell the exact time because we were going so fast, and all the sea creatures and structures underwater zoomed past us so quickly. The waters were dark, and there was not much to see, anyway. Eventually, the sirens slowed, and we rose to the surface.

      When we came out of the water, the top of our little bubble popped, allowing us to breathe the cold air of the northern sea. Straight ahead rose snow-covered mountains right out of the ocean. I could make out some puffins and a few seals lying on the icy shoreline.

      “Welcome to Drage øy.” Padrick stretched his arm forward. “Where I get to freeze my ass off while I attempt to protect you as you figure out how to train your dragon. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      The longer this journey took, the crankier Padrick seemed to get. I couldn’t tell what his issue was, but it reminded me of his ‘Professor Perry’ days.

      “You know, you don’t have to come with us. I think I can manage on my own. Argo has a lot of knowledge, and I have Storm.”

      “I know nothing of dragon-rearing.” She gave me a glare. “Might as well put up with a grumpy elf for a while.”

      “I heard that,” Padrick said through gritted teeth.

      “Aren’t you four a delightful group?” Zafora mused. “Some days, I miss being around creatures outside of the sea, but then I meet you all and think ‘thank goodness I don’t have to put up with that nonsense’.”

      I hurried off the vortex as quickly as I could when we reached the shore. I moved so fast, I slipped on the ice and fell on my ass. After scrambling up and gathering the small bit of dignity I had left, I turned to the sirens.

      “Thank you for bringing us to our destination safely. Your kindness won’t be forgotten.” I gave Zafora a small bow. “I owe you one.”

      Zafora curled her lip in a snarl. “You owe us nothing. Stay away from my people, and we won’t go near yours. As for you, elf, consider my favor paid.”

      The three mermaids dove into the frigid water and disappeared underneath the darkened surface. On the eastern horizon, I could see the stirring of dawn. I needed to find shelter soon, but I stood frozen in place, pondering the display of hostility the sirens had shown me.

      What did I do to make them hate me so? They don’t know me.

      “They have a long history of torture and pain. Humans have hunted them, polluted their waters, and caused sickness amongst their kind.” Argo sat on the ice next to me, looking out to the sea.

      “We need to get moving, and you need to hunt,” Padrick called.

      He’d already made it further up toward the snow-covered mountain, with Storm still on top of his pack. The island appeared to be devoid of humans, but I could smell traces of their presence, which meant I needed to get moving.

      “Coming.” I hurried behind.

      As I followed Padrick’s footprints in the snow, I took an inventory of the possible prey. There were numerous herds of deer, several species of seals, polar bears, walruses, and millions of birds. The waters were teeming with fish, dolphins, and many types of whales. We had plenty of food to live off for a whole summer if needed, but life was fragile on this island, and Argo and I would have to be wise in hunt selectively in order to not completely disrupt the ecosystem.

      As much as I didn’t want to do it, the larger population of puffins and seals meant we could start there without doing too much damage. First, however, we needed to find a place to stay.

      We reached the mountains and climbed up. Argo pranced around in the snow like a jolly puppy, often disappearing in the drifts only to come flying out a few yards later. His joy couldn’t be ignored.

      I laughed as he chased his tail before leaping up the side of the mountain. Even Padrick let out a modest chuckle before returning to the scowl he seemed to have worn constantly these last couple of days.

      I wonder what is bothering him? Ever since he saved me from Africa, his demeanor had progressively cooled, and now he was just plain grumpy. Did I do something?

      “Nothing,” Padrick’s voice echoed in my head.

      “Get out of my brain.”

      “Then stop focusing your energy on me while you think of me. It’s like you’re yelling in my ear.” Padrick kept hiking about fifty feet ahead of me without stopping or turning in my direction.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it, you’re still learning. And you are wise to start with the seals. They are eating the puffins and all the fish, so the rest of the marine mammals can’t get enough food. One seal a day for both you and Argo should be enough. They have lots of fat.”

      “Fat! Yum, I’m hungry now,” Argo declared.

      “Once we get to our location and set camp, we’ll go hunting together.” I upped my pace.

      Halfway up the mountain, we came to a vertical crevasse in the ice. It was hidden by a drift of snow and could only be accessed by the side closest to the mountain. We all fit single file just fine, but as Argo grew, the size of the opening would become a problem.

      The deeper we went, the walls of ice changed to rock. Eventually, we were in a cave. I wondered about humans. There had to be people somewhere on the island.

      “Are you sure we’re safe?” I asked.

      Padrick let his pack drop to the floor before turning to face me. “We are perfectly safe. There are humans, but they are living in Svalbard. Occasionally, there are cruise ships and expeditions that will come through here, but we are tucked away in this bay, and they never venture this close to shore. We’ll stay inside during the day, nonetheless.”

      I slowly turned and scanned our new home. This cave was about a tenth of the size of the common room in the coven’s lair in Romania, and we didn’t have a dragon then. There had also been lots of other rooms and tunnels to explore.

      My time there seemed a lifetime ago.

      This cavern had only one entrance and exit—the way we’d come in. It would take getting used to, living here snugly with an elf, a dragon and a cat without having defined spaces for privacy. Regardless, I was happy to be here.

      I glanced down at Argo and felt joy radiating off his ever-growing body.

      This would be our home for however long it took me to train him and for us to complete our magical bond. At least we weren’t stuck in an underwater outpost. That was a major plus. Something about mountains and the open sky gave me more hope than hiding in a dank cave, deep underwater.
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      I sat on the tip of one of the mountain peaks with Argo and Padrick. With summer solstice fast approaching, the sun hovered on the northwestern horizon behind a veil of clouds. I wouldn’t have time to hunt under the shadow of night this far north because of the constant daylight hours. But if I stayed on the south side of the island during “nighttime” I didn’t have to worry about the sun. My mind should have been focusing on finding my meal, but thoughts swirled around in my brain as I tried to make sense of what had happened in the tunnels in Europe.

      I met real-life sirens, my link to Traian was broken, and then that witch…

      “Three o’clock. You see the lone polar bear?” Padrick spoke, bringing me back to the present.

      “Yes.” I focused in on the furry mammal two miles away from our location.

      His white coat appeared brown and shabby. The bear also had a mild limp as he walked across the beach below. Originally, we’d talked about hunting seals, but Padrick thought I needed something more substantial after everything that had happened in the last twelve hours.

      “He’s old and ready to die. Also, south of here, in the forest just on the other side of that ridge, are two herds with about one to three hundred red deer each. We can substitute seals with deer for Argo. Should keep him going until we are ready to leave.”

      “Why are you telling us this?” I asked.

      “You need to be very careful of how you hunt, as to not be noticed.” He pointed to the island just off the shore. “There are two wildlife cameras on that beach. Three along the cliffs north of here for a Svalbard rock ptarmigan colony observation. I’d suggest staying away from those areas. Occasionally, you might see a science expedition boat come into this bay. They usually only come during daylight hours, and you should be sleeping then.”

      “Fair enough.” I stood up. “I will put that polar bear out of his old age and I’ll get a deer for Argo, but when I get back, we need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do,” Argo agreed. “I can hunt my own deer.”

      “You are not going hunting without me.” I gave my dragon a stern look. “At least not tonight.”

      “And the next thing I’m teaching you is how to block intrusive minds.” Padrick joined the silent conversation.

      I nodded. “Agreed.”

      I leapt off the cliff and landed three hundred feet below, as if I’d been doing this my whole life. From there, I took long jumps all the way down the mountain to the beach. Fresh air, open sky, and the thrill of the hunt were the perfect recipe for happiness and contentment after being underground and cooped up for so many weeks.

      When I reached the partially icy shoreline, I crouched behind a large boulder as I observed my prey, who was easily twice my size. This would be my biggest hunt to date. My throat burned in anticipation.

      The massive bear sensed my presence immediately and reared up on his hind legs, letting out a challenging snort.

      I stepped out from my hiding place and faced the creature. In my human form, I would have been a goner, but as a strigoi, the tables had turned.

      “Sorry, fella,” I whispered.

      “My time has come. Make it quick.” The bear lowered back down to all fours and bowed his head, exposing his neck.

      “What?” I stood there stunned.

      “You heard me, lady. Make it quick. I’m ready to go.”

      “It was so much easier to hunt when I couldn’t hear my prey’s thoughts,” I murmured.

      I wish I could say I felt conflicted enough to back away. Alas, my primal needs took over, and I attacked the large creature in one blow, breaking its spine.

      “Thank you.”

      That was the last thing I heard before the spark of life within him disappeared. Guilt and regret filled my mouth with each pull of blood. I’d hunted plenty, so why did I feel so bad about taking this life? Was it because he had sacrificed himself to me?

      Why did he do that?

      I consumed the last drop, sating my hunger for the next several days, provided I didn’t do anymore crazy magic. Thank you. I placed a hand on his face.

      “Don’t burn him yet. We need the fur.” Padrick approached with Argo jumping around like a happy pup behind him.

      I stood up and wiped the few drops of blood from my mouth. “He communicated with me right before I killed him. Am I going to hear all the animals’ thoughts when I hunt now?”

      “Welcome to the world of magic.” Padrick smirked. “Isn’t it great seeing how everything is interconnected? The circle of life and all that shit.”

      “Not really. Makes me want to go vegan, but I can’t. This sucks.” I ran a hand through my ponytail. “I guess I’d better go procure dinner for you, too.” I glanced at Argo.

      “I could come with you.” He looked up at me with hopeful eyes.

      “Not tonight,” Padrick and I said at the same time.

      “Fine.” He let out a puff of smoke. “Guess I’ll keep the elf company.”

      “Why can’t he just eat the bear meat?” I asked Padrick.

      “Nice try.” He pulled out a knife from his boot. “You drained all the blood, so there isn’t much nutrition here besides the bones. Go feed your dragon, please.”

      Cranky.

      “I heard that.”

      Ugh. I jumped up on a boulder. “I’ll be back.”

      Renewed from my meal, I scaled the side of the mountain and hurried down the other side in no time. Sure enough, fifty yards down, at the edge of the forest, I found a small herd of ninety-six deer resting for the night. New babies curled up with their mamas, while a few bucks stood guard here and there, munching on a few green blades of grass that had popped up through the snow.

      Dammit, this is going to be hard. I didn’t want to hurt these sweet creatures. Circle of life and shit. I sang “Twinkle Little Star” in my head to keep myself from hearing any thoughts as I crept up to the lone buck farthest away from the rest of the herd and snapped his neck as quickly as possible.

      I wasn’t fast or quiet enough, because half of the herd jumped to their feet, heads turned in my direction. I let the body of the buck fall on me and waited until everyone settled down again, and then, ever so slowly, I pulled my prey up the mountain until we were enough of a distance away I could hoist him up on my shoulder and run off.

      When I reached the beach again, Padrick had completely skinned the bear. A dirty white pelt in the beast's shape lay next to its carcass. The site almost turned my stomach.

      Argo ran up. “I’m so hungry.”

      “Not yet,” Padrick said. “I need to get his pelt, too.”

      “For what?” I dropped the deer on the iced-over rocks.

      “We will be here a while and we need bedding. The cold might not bother you, but I’m a warm-blooded elf.” He snapped the antlers off and tossed them by the bear pelt. “You can start the fire for your leftovers.”

      I turned my back to him and stared at the remains at my feet for a few minutes before closing my eyes. I remembered how it felt when Traian kissed me when I had last visited him. My hands took a while to start buzzing, but once they did, I could hear the crackles of sparks falling from my hands. Before I opened my eyes, the smell of burnt flesh filled the air.

      “Let’s get these dried off so we can use them.” Padrick handed me the deer pelt while he threw a handful of green powder from a pouch at his waist onto the fire I’d created. The moment the stuff touched the flames, the blaze grew hot and turned an emerald color. “Hold the smooth side toward the fire.”  He grabbed the bear pelt and held it up next to the flames while Argo finally got his dinner.

      “What is that stuff?” I asked.

      “It’s a flammable concoction I made. In this case, it amplifies your spark and adds heat, which is what we need to tan these pelts. Also, there is boric acid to help with the process.”

      I’d never tanned an animal skin, so I had no idea what I was supposed to do. Padrick guided me through each step. For a vegetarian, he knew an awful lot about this process.

      “So, what are you going to eat?” I asked.

      “I have my vegan power bars and wheatgrass powder. That will keep me going for a couple of months,” he replied.

      The sun was just below the northern horizon, teasing us with orange, pink, and purple skies. I could hear the calling of the gulls in the distance while the frigid waters of the Barents Sea lapped at the icy shoreline. The smells of tanning hides, fish, and the burning carcass mixed with chemicals from Padrick’s concoction.

      “The sun will be up soon, you should get back to the cave.” Padrick set the bear pelt on a nearby bolder. “I can finish up here.”

      I’m ready for a long nap. Argo chomped on the last piece of meat. Thanks for dinner.

      You’re welcome.

      Padrick took the deer skin from me. “And no dream walking to your lover.”

      I tossed my now free hands in the air. “I can’t.”

      “I know, but don’t even try.”

      “I wasn’t going to.” I frowned, feeling the disconnection. “I don’t like this.” My eyes stung, and I whirled away from Padrick before he saw the pink drops.

      Even though I moved fast, he was faster. He stood right before me the next moment and placed his arms around me.

      “I’m sorry.” He pressed my head against the flannel shirt that covered his chest. “I’ve been pushing you too hard, and you haven’t had a chance to catch your breath.”

      I didn’t want to be hugged, I just wanted to be left alone, to have a moment without people inside my head or pieces of my spirit being ripped away from me. But I couldn’t push him away either, so I let him hold me as the floodgates burst open.
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      “Stop fidgeting,” Padrick scolded. “You won’t be able to focus if you keep bouncing your knees like that.”

      “Sorry,” I said, trying to keep my knees still as I sat in lotus position in front of the elf.

      We’d started the mental block training inside a snowy cave outside of the mountain cavern we used for our home. I felt like my brain would explode if I had to hear another one of Storm’s inner monologues or Argo’s well-meaning suggestions. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my companions, and I’d do anything for them—heck, I was even grateful for this new ability to hear thoughts. However, I also needed to maintain my sanity.

      Focusing back on my body, I tried to hold still, but couldn’t. Every muscle twitched and contracted.

      “What did I say?” Padrick placed both hands on my knees, holding them down. “What is going on? Why can’t you focus?”

      My eyes flew open, and I glared at Padrick. “What’s going on? Ha.” I rubbed my jaw. “Oh, I don’t know. Only that the bond with the man I love has been completely severed and I can’t feel him anymore. Though it was awful feeling his pain, at least I knew he was alive. Now I don’t know what’s happening. Oh, not to mention I had a siren probing around in my mind. And then before that, I got attacked by some witch in the tunnels, who carved the word ‘whore’ across my stomach. And let’s not forget the scions!

      “But wait, there’s more! Ever since Argo has joined us, I’ve had nonstop conversations and commentary inside my head that doesn’t belong to me. And I can’t leave out traveling across the ocean to a remote island in a part of the world I’ve never been to. Also, I can’t even go hunting anymore without hearing my prey’s thoughts! So, yeah.” I tapped my chin with my pointer finger. “I wonder why I can’t hold still?”

      I hadn’t meant to shout and took a deep breath.

      “Everything’s just too much,” I finished.

      Padrick’s grip on my knees softened, and then he lifted his hands, placing them on my shoulders.

      “I’m sorry. Much has happened in the last twenty-four hours, and you haven’t had time to adjust to all the changes or even rest. And I keep pushing you. It’s understandable why you would be upset at me and emotional, but I mean you no ill will.” His green eyes focused in on me. “I’m trying to help. The sooner we get you and your dragon trained, and he’s grown to his full length, then we can put a plan in action to free Traian.”

      I felt a bit bad for yelling at Padrick, but not too bad because I was still annoyed.

      I sighed and dropped my gaze to my hands. “I… I don’t know if I can handle any more of this, Padrick. You all seem to think I’m this strong person. I’m really not. Just a few months ago, I had a weak heart and knew I didn’t have much longer to live. Heck, I coded on the table several times after just falling and hitting my head. One little cut, and I would just bleed and bleed and bleed.” I shuddered, remembering all the effort it took to keep me alive back then. “Sure, I’m physically stronger now, but emotionally and mentally, I’m not so sure. I don’t know how much more of this magic world I can take. Apparently, I’m supposed to do some great stuff. Yet…”

      Padrick squeezed my shoulders. “I know, hon, I know. You’ve had so much thrown at you in such a short time. I don’t blame you for feeling overwhelmed. When you feel like the world is too big, remember to ground yourself. You know I’m also here for you. Always have been, always will be. Until my dying breath, I will fight for you.”

      I met his gaze and held it. “Why? Why do you care about me so much?”

      “I care about you because you are our only hope, but also because you are someone that has shown me many good things about life when I was ready to give up. Yes, Eva told me all about you and what you would do, and become, but she never told me you would also steal my heart.”

      This statement took me aback. Steal his heart? What does that mean?

      “I’m sorry I’ve been grumpy,” he continued. “Just been a little worried.”

      “About what?”

      Padrick’s gaze dropped to the spot on the ground between us before he met my eyes again. “I’m not worried about us or you. I know that you will find the strength within you to do what needs to be done. However, I discovered something about myself.”

      I really hoped he wasn’t about to profess his undying love right then, because I thought I might just go flying through the roof of our cave from all the pressure I was under.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Padrick rolled his eyes. “I do love you, but not like that.”

      “Thank goodness!” I sighed. “I don’t know if I’d be able to handle it if you had a thing for me too.” I half laughed.

      A little smile crept at the corners of Padrick’s lips. It was the first time I’d seen him warm up since we’d left Africa.

      “I think I have found the one.”

      “What?” My mouth fell open. “Who?”

      Padrick swallowed and glanced to the side. “Ari.”

      “Really?” I smiled.

      I thought about it for a moment, remembering the little look between them. Oh yeah, there was some serious chemistry there. I had little experience with that, but looking back… Yes, that look they’d exchanged on the boat on the Black Sea made perfect sense.

      “What does he think?” I asked.

      Padrick’s cheeks took on a slightly rosy tone—something I had never witnessed them do before. “I don’t know. His heartbeat tends to pick up a notch when I’m around, but I don’t know if that means anything. Gah.” He waved a hand. “Enough about me, we are here for another purpose.” He tapped my forehead with his finger.

      “So, you’re into wolves, huh?” I gave him a smirk.

      “Stop stalling.” Padrick’s cheeks deepened to a rosier color. “We need to focus, here.”

      Oh, I enjoyed this too much. I’d never seen him this flustered. He must have been seriously bitten by the love bug.

      “Come on, you know all about my life. I want to hear about yours.”

      “It’s not important.” Padrick fidgeted with his hands.

      I hadn’t seen him this nervous about anything, but I hadn’t seen him in the context of romance, either.

      I reached out and placed my hand over his. “Your story is just as important as mine. I care and want to know.”

      Padrick looked up, his green eyes studying mine. “Thank you. No one has ever said something that nice before.”

      “You must not have a lot of friends.”

      “I don’t.” He sighed. “I’ve done some terrible things, Everly. I’m not the person you think I am… or at least, I wasn’t always.”

      I leaned in. “We all have things in our past we regret, Padrick. It’s okay. No one’s perfect.”

      “Can we get back to training?”

      I squeezed his hand and sat back. If he wasn’t ready to talk, I wouldn’t push him. “Okay, let’s do this thing. But just so you know, I think it’s cute that an elf and a wolf fell in love.”

      “I don’t know if he actually feels the same way about me.” Padrick rolled his shoulders and sat up straight. “But I can hope.”

      “I suspect he does. If I’m wrong, then he’s not for you.” I placed my hands on my knees, palms up. “You deserve to be loved.” And by golly, I will do whatever it takes to make sure you have your happily ever after.

      “Thank you, now let’s get back to training.” Padrick’s voice had a serious firmness, the kind I didn’t want to mess around with. “Okay, close your eyes and focus on your internal sound.”

      I followed his guidance and turned my attention inward to the subtle hum that was always there—my signature sound.

      He paused for a moment, waiting for me to go deeper into my focus. “Okay, now I want you to imagine a wall coming up from the ground, encasing your entire body. Then imagine a roof coming over the top and sealing you in a little, safe compartment.”

      “Does it matter what color this wall is?” I asked.

      “Funny you should ask. To help you focus, imagine a silver wall like your energy aura. Watch it form a protective bubble that will keep you safe from energetic attacks and prodding minds.”

      “Okay. I think I got it,” I whispered, feeling a warm cocoon around my body and mind.

      The next moment, the wall I had erected around me shattered as Padrick’s voice boomed inside my head.

      “Well, that was a good first attempt, but you need more practice. You’ve gotta make this wall stronger. I barely poked through your barrier, and it crumbled.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I cursed out loud.

      This would not be easy. We went through several rounds. I tried different colors of ‘bricks,’ only to have Padrick smash through them as quickly as he had the first time. After an hour of practicing, my mind was so tired that I couldn’t handle anymore.

      “I need to go to bed,” I declared. “I don’t think I can stay awake much longer.”

      “Good. That’s what I was hoping for. Go get some rest.” He stood up and offered me his hand.

      I ignored it and took the snow tunnel back to our cave inside the mountain, where I curled up on my mat and passed out in less than thirty seconds. Who knew mental blocking would take so much energy?
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      The next night, we went hunting. I showed Argo how to get himself a deer. The first attempt, he scared the herd into the forest. Unfortunately, the trees grew thick together, and he couldn’t chase them. I caught a straggler for him, so he wouldn’t end up going hungry. Storm, on the other hand, entertained herself with the various rodents she found on the island. The cat came and went as she pleased, as if she ruled the roost, which she did.

      More mental block lessons in the snow cave followed hunting. By the third day, we had gotten nowhere. Padrick could still penetrate my mind within seconds of me erecting the wall.

      “How about we try something new?” He suggested.

      “Good, because obviously this is working real great.” I slapped both of my palms against the side of my head.

      I got a raised eyebrow from him. “How about you try building a strong boundary just around your head? Your body is still vulnerable to the control of someone else, but you’ll have full control of your mind, which is more important.”

      “Okay, what do I do?”

      “Same thing as before, only imagine a thick box that seals around your head that no one can get in. Your mind is protected.”

      I closed my eyes and imagined several wide blocks made of crystal quartz, citrine, and amethyst coming together, forming a box around my head. Each stone interlocked with the others. Given their translucent nature, I could see out through my witch’s eye.

      “Ready,” I muttered.

      Padrick came knocking on the wall with his green aura. He pounded on every side, trying to find a way in, but the barrier stood firm. I could feel his energy pushing and probing, yet nothing got through.

      “Well done.” He clapped his hands after a few minutes. “That was quick.”

      I let the barrier drop and flopped onto the icy floor in exhaustion. I hadn’t felt this tired in a long time.

      “That took so much out of me.”

      “I know it did, but the more you practice, the easier this will get.” Padrick pulled his knees to his chest. “What did you do this time, if you don’t mind me asking? Your walls were solid as a rock.”

      “I imagined gemstones several feet thick forming a wall around my head.”

      He smiled. “What made you visualize crystals as your blocks?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. I hadn’t given it much thought. “It just came to me and felt right.”

      “Your bond with Evelina and Eva is coming through.” Padrick rested his chin on his knee. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Maybe.” I rolled over and sat up. “I’m wiped. A nap sounds great right about now.”

      “You should take one.” He nodded. “Rest as much as you can, because once we leave this island, things will get crazy real quick.”

      “Do you think Octavian can track us here?” I picked at the ice I sat on.

      “He probably will, eventually, but I don’t think he even knows this island exists. Drage øy is the legendary island where dragons came from. ‘Drage’ means dragon in Norwegian.”

      I felt stupid for not figuring that out. “That’s why Argo said it was the island of his people.”

      Padrick nodded. “Dragons’ history is imprinted on their DNA. I’m surprised he hasn’t been more hostile toward me.”

      “Why would he be?”

      He took a deep breath. “Remember elves hunted and killed dragons to extinction? I never agreed with that policy, but it’s one of the shameful things I have to bare regarding my race.”

      “Wow. Why?” I reached out with my mind toward Argo, found him napping in our cave, and returned my attention to Padrick.

      “The king of Transpatia, the land of the elves, decreed them to be our mortal enemies. No one argued or opposed him, except for…” His voice trailed off.

      “Evelina, his daughter,” I finished his sentence.

      Padrick met my gaze. “Yes, how did you know?”

      “Her memories. When I’m sleeping, sometimes I see her walking through a palace made of wood and stone, as if the rock and trees grew together to form the buildings. I see nothing else, just that long hallway.”

      Padrick gave me a smile, but I could see the sadness in his eyes. “I didn’t know that you could see her memories of Transpatia.”

      “That’s the only one, I think. Everything else is either in the cave in Romania or the village in the valley below the cave.” I dropped my gaze back to the ice. “I haven’t had any more memories come through since I left Romania.”

      “That’s because you are not in a place where she had been before. It happened to Eva too. She would have memories come flooding in when she was in areas where Evelina had been.”

      That made sense. In a way, I was grateful for the break. I had enough on my plate to figure out. Even though my connection with Eva and Evelina continued to boggle my mind, even after all these months.

      “I’m gonna go check on Argo.” I stood up. “Can we try this mind block again in a while?”

      “Of course.” Padrick tilted his head in my direction. “I’m going for a walk. I will be back by the time you’re ready.”

      “Thanks.”

      My body felt tired, but I suddenly had the urge to go outside too. The sun sat low on the horizon, but the mountain we lived in shadowed part of the inlet of water. Looking at the dark sea below, I wanted to go for a little swim and cool off. Building the mental block had taken a toll on my brain, but my body craved physical effort. I needed to move.

      I peeked into the cave. Argo lay on his back, belly up, with all fours splayed out, snoring gently. Storm lifted her head from my sleeping mat when I came in.

      “Everything okay?” she asked me.

      “Yeah, I’m going for a swim.”

      “Ew. Have fun.” She put her head back down and closed her eyes. “Crazy strigoi.”

      I smiled as I left. Her kitty attitude, as grouchy as it could be, had an endearing quality that always made me laugh.

      Who knew felines could be so entertaining? Apparently, many people, as the internet was full of cat videos. I miss having access to computers and technology.

      The cool, late-night air energized my body. I broke into a run down the south side of the mountain. I passed a herd of seals when I reached the beach. They looked up at me and went back to their barking and clapping, not even concerned for their well-being.

      “What a strange mammal,” one said.

      “She’s fast.”

      “I want more fish, mama.”

      I kept going down the shoreline away from them until I couldn’t hear their thoughts. I really need to get this mental block down better. When I reached a deserted area of the beach, I stripped down to my sports bra and underwear before diving into the icy waters.

      My swimming had improved little since my plunge into the Mediterranean the night I escaped from Octavian’s compound, but I wasn’t trying out for the Olympics, so who cared? All I knew was that the frigid water felt like heaven and electrified my senses.

      What I didn’t expect was the abundance of life in the Northern Sea. Sure, it was almost summer, but the water teemed with every life form imaginable. A pod of porpoises swam by me, letting off a chorus of clicking sounds.

      “Hello,” one greeted as they whizzed by.

      I stayed suspended in the water, watching them disappear into the darkness ahead.

      “Fine, don’t say hi.”

      “Hello,” I finally responded.

      “Ah, she can talk,” one in the back said. “Have a good swim.”

      Great. I can’t even take a dip without peace and quiet. I pushed deeper into the water just as a huge whale came swishing by.

      “Pardon, I didn’t see you there.”

      “Holy shit,” I grunted, but it came out as bubbles.

      “Not sure what feces has to do with anything. Have a good day.” He swam off as a large school of fish followed him.

      Further down, I found a rock on the edge of an underwater cliff and sat down, or at least attempted to. The currents and buoyancy of the water kept moving me about so much, I had to lie on my stomach and hold on.

      More fish swam past me, diving deeper. I peered over the edge and tracked them until they disappeared.

      Damn, I wish I could move like that.

      If I could, that would make me a siren. The image of the three mermaids that had brought us to the island a few days before came to mind. Their beauty made them enchanting, but if you looked past their glimmer and noted their fangs, razor-sharp fins, and the way their noses squashed into their heads, you couldn’t mistake their lethalness.

      Shit.

      I glanced around. The water was their territory, and they had warned me to stay away. Would they freak out if they saw me here? I looked up to the surface and the shoreline. I wasn’t that far from land, if I had to make a run for it. But I wanted to stay down here as long as possible.

      “Hello.”

      My attention focused on the white beluga whale that rose from the depths before me.

      “So strange to see humans in the water this far north. You probably can’t even understand what I’m saying.” She turned away from me. “Why do I always try to strike up a conversation with humans?”

      “I can understand you,” I responded.

      She whirled around. I could have sworn she smiled at me. “Goodness me!”

      “And I’m not human. That’s probably why.” I shrugged, only to have my legs float off the rock to the right.

      “You look human.” She sniffed the water around me. “But you taste different.”

      “I’m a strigoi.”

      “Hmm. Not sure what that is. I sense magic around you, like those half human-fish things that swim through here once in a while.” Her tail swished this way and that. “You are different, though.”

      “You can say that again. But I’m a predator, why aren’t you running away from me?”

      She cocked her head. “Why should I? I don’t feel danger on you.”

      “You don’t?” A series of thoughts clicked into place as I thought about my hunting history. Every kill had been too easy. Those seals. They didn’t even budge when I flew past them. None of the animals had shied away from me. “Why?”

      “You’re not hungry now. I hope you don’t plan to eat me, though.”

      “You’re good.” I held a hand up just as the current picked up and pulled me off the rock, my grip slipping. It took all my strength to swim against the current.

      “How about you come out here?” she suggested. “It’s less aggressive.”

      The beluga followed me as I continued to drift northeast, along the edge of the island shelf.

      “I don’t want to piss off those half-human fish things.”

      “Oh, you won’t. They don’t come up here very often.”

      I pushed off the rocks in her direction. As soon as I moved off the cliff, the current slowed way down.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. I’m Bella, by the way. I like the markings on your body.”

      “Thanks.” I had forgotten about the silver tree tattoo on my body. It glowed in the dark water. “I’m Everly.” I held my hand out and then felt like an idiot and pulled it back. “Sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about.” She swam closer and placed one of her flippers on my shoulder. “It’s so nice to meet you and have a conversation with someone other than my family.”

      This had not been my plan for the day, but I kind of welcomed the interaction, even if it was with a whale. Oh, how strange my life continued to evolve.

      “You’re new here. Shall I give you a tour?”

      “Sure, but I’m not the best swimmer.”

      “That’s okay. Get on my back and hold onto my flippers. I’ll carry you.”

      “For real?”

      Bella circled me twice and then stopped, sliding her back against my chest. My arms were just long enough to grip both fins before she dove forward, pulling me with her. I held on lightly so as not to hurt her.

      Weeeeeeee! Oh. My. God.

      I instantly felt like a kid experiencing a dream coming true. My mind, body, and spirit forgot about all the madness of the last few weeks. I would have squealed like a toddler if we weren’t under fifty feet of water.

      As a child, I’d never had the opportunity to go on any carnival rides. I never got to go to a fair or any kind of theme park. I didn’t even get a chance to ride the carousel or Ferris Wheel on the Seattle waterfront. The only excitement I’d ever had was riding in the ambulance on the way to the ER.

      Riding with Bella made up for everything.

      “I’m so glad I came down for a swim.” I pressed my chin against her back. “This is amazing.”

      “Me too.”

      She dove deeper, past schools of fish and pods of dolphins. We swam by a walrus and a few seals. Three puffins torpedoed by us, searching for a meal. We passed all these living creatures so fast, I didn’t have time to pick up on their thoughts. It was wonderful.

      As we circled the island to the north side, I could see sunrays drifting through the water. Bella pushed up to the surface. I wanted to tell her no but couldn’t. Curiosity got the best of me. What would happen if my skin was exposed to the sun? The few times it had occurred in the last few weeks, nothing had happened, but now I wasn’t connected to Traian, and his blood was becoming more diluted as time went by.

      We broke through the surface with a great splash, and weak sunrays hit my face. I expected to feel a burn or something, but nothing transpired.

      “The summers are so long here with the sun.” Bella bobbed on the surface. “I sure love the surface.” Her voice sounded like a squawk.

      “Me too,” I whispered.

      “Your voice is so funny.”

      “So is yours.” I used my mind to communicate again, as it had become second nature.

      We sat there on the surface of the water for a few minutes, taking in the orange and pink shade of light coming from the sun at the northern horizon. I could have sat there with her forever and been perfectly content.

      We watched the sun dip below the ice, turning the sky purple. Alas, I remembered Argo and Padrick. I needed to take my dragon hunting and have another lesson in mind blocks.

      “I probably should get back.” I leaned forward and placed my hands on her fins again.

      “Yeah, my family is probably looking for me too.”

      Bella dove back into the water, taking me with her. For once, I was grateful for the ability to communicate without speaking.
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      “Where have you been?” Padrick stood with arms crossed next to my pile of clothes on the beach where I had left them. The scowl on his face was enough to know his displeasure with my little swim. Argo sat at his feet. “You were supposed to be napping, not out adventuring God knows where.”

      “Seriously?” I marched up to him and grabbed my clothes off the ground. “Did I have to get permission to take a swim?”

      Padrick looked down at the dragon. “He woke up hungry.”

      I glanced at my companion. “I’m sorry. We can go hunting now, if you want.”

      “It’s okay. The elf is just angry because he didn’t know where you were. But hunting sounds good. I could eat a whole deer.”

      “You already have.”

      Padrick glared at me when I met his gaze.

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to check in with you before I did anything,” I said defensively. “Thanks for making me feel like a kid again.”

      I pulled on my jeans and slipped my feet into the boots. Padrick said nothing until I finished getting dressed.

      “You need not check in with me, but it would be nice to know if you will be gone. We are safe here on the island, but we can’t get complacent. Your father’s spies are everywhere, and they will find us soon.” He uncrossed his arms.

      “I am well aware.”

      I finished buttoning my shirt and then launched up the mountain with Argo in tow.

      My dragon companion said nothing until we were on the other side of the mountains, near the forest. We slowed down when we reached the edge of the woods. I could feel the herd of deer meandering about fifty feet ahead of us.

      “I don’t want to scare them like last time.” Argo crept up next to me.

      “We won’t.” I crouched down behind a boulder, and he followed suit. “Wait until they’re not suspecting, and then you attack. Why am I even teaching you how to hunt? Shouldn’t you already know this, given the history in your DNA?”

      “It’s not that simple. In the days of my ancestors, we could fly wherever we wanted to, but times have changed. The increase of human population has made it difficult for us to survive in this modern world. Prey behaves much differently now.”

      Listening to Argo talk about time and the modern world made him sound like an ancient wise man, not a baby dragon that had just hatched a handful of days ago. But he wasn’t little anymore, either. He’d doubled in size since we’d first met.

      “What do you know about the modern world? You’ve only been around for less than a week.” I turned my attention to him.

      Argo met my gaze. “I’ve read all about it in your mind and thoughts.”

      “That’s creepy, you know?”

      “It’s called a bond. Anything you want to know about me, all you have to do is look inside my mind. It’s all there.”

      I smiled and gave my head a small shake. “Maybe later. Let’s get back to hunting, shall we?”

      “Yes.” His stomach gave a growl.

      A few heads popped up from the tall grass and forest underbrush as we both froze.

      “What the hell?” I demanded.

      “Sorry. I told you I was hungry.”

      I slowly lowered myself down behind the rock and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “You need to learn to eat before you get so hungry that you announce your presence to your next meal. Sorry, I should have come sooner and taken you hunting.”

      “You’re hungry too. Maybe we can eat together?” Argo nudged me with his head.

      I felt bad for snapping at him. He was just a baby and learning how to function in this world he’d found himself in. Not unlike me. I placed my arm around his neck and welcomed the heat coming off his silvery scales.

      He rested his head on my chest. “I’m so glad you found me. You are so much better than my mother told me you’d be.”

      “You know that is weird to hear, right? I never met your mother.”

      He gave a small nod of his head and sighed, blasting my face with a puff of hot smoke. I didn’t mind. His affection and kindness reminded me of Mindy.

      God, I miss her.

      “You’ll see her again,” Argo said, wrapping his small wings around my waist.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve seen it.”

      “Wait, you can see the future?”

      “No, but my mother told me. Remember what I said about looking inside my mind?” His stomach let out another muffled growl.

      “Later. Let’s go hunting.”

      With my urging, he pushed up and crouched next to me, ready to pounce. “I’ll get the one on the right, you go for the one on the left.”

      “You need to be quick, or you’ll run them deeper into the forest.”

      I wasn’t even done ‘talking’ when he leapt out from behind the boulder and over the brush. Two jumps, and he was on the straggler on the right. If I didn’t act fast, my own meal would run away.

      Using my strigoi speed, I launched to the left and took down the stag closest to me before the rest of the herd dispersed into the woods. I broke his neck so quickly, I didn’t have time to pick up on any of his thoughts.

      Phew.

      Argo had devoured half of his game by the time I drained the last drop from my score. I burned the rest of the carcass of my meal while he finished the last bits of his. The sparks came within seconds of calling them. I didn’t even have to think about kissing Traian.

      “I’m full.” Argo let out a long belch that echoed through the forest, sending a flock of birds from the nearby trees into the sky. “And that was fun.”

      “Good job on your first kill.” I watched the last of the fire smolder into a pile of ash then held my hands up. Wind, come to me and take these remains to where you see fit.

      At first, nothing happened, but then a blast of icy air came rolling off the mountain behind me, picking up the ashes and carrying them deep into the woods.

      First the fire and now the wind. Am I getting better at controlling my power?

      I didn’t have a second to think more about this, as Argo came rushing past me.

      “I’ll race you back to the cave!” he called, after a hundred-yard head start.
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      This was how we spent our days on Drage øy. I would wake up in the late evenings and practice mind blocking with Padrick. Then Argo and I would hunt on the west side of the mountains. When the sun came up an hour later, I’d take a dip in the small inlet on the south side of the isle. Bella, the Beluga would join me in the water almost daily, and now that Padrick knew I liked to swim, he would leave me alone.

      He didn’t know about my underwater friends, unless he’d seen it in my thoughts. But I tried not to think about my time in the sea when I was around him or my two four-legged companions.

      I didn’t know why I wanted to keep this a secret. Maybe because ever since I could communicate with my mind, I’d had three people in my head at a time, and I wanted to have something that was only mine. Also, when I went down in the water, I felt like I could think about Traian without the others’ input. Bella and her family, who she’d recently introduced me to, never poked inside my mind.

      The mental blocking became easier with each day. After a week of practicing, I could erect my walls within seconds and withstand both Argo’s and Padrick’s prodding. One thing I hadn’t done yet was dig into Argo’s mind. He’d welcomed me to, but it still felt icky to me—even though he’d already seen and read everything inside my mind.

      One thing was for sure… Argo kept growing. His body had doubled in size since we’d reached the island. His wings were no longer the tiny appendages they had been when we first arrived, and his head looked more like a mature dragon’s. The spikes along his back also seemed taller and sharper.

      His appetite had grown too, and required two deer every day. At this rate, we’d decimate the island’s habitat. Padrick had instructed him to add variety to his diet and include a seal and a few puffins. Once his wings grew to where he could fly, we’d practice fishing.

      Thankfully, I didn’t require feeding every day anymore. I could get by with eating only every other day, even with the increased mental concentration. I wanted to try to just feed without killing the animal, but Padrick had discouraged me, saying it wouldn’t do them any good.

      “But it worked with the man back in the tunnel,” I argued.

      “Yeah, the human man. Animals are different, I can’t manipulate them to forget they were attacked and fed upon,” Padrick countered.

      “I didn’t attack him.”

      “I did.” Padrick held his hand up before I could respond. “How else was I to get him to you unconscious?”

      “That’s disgusting.” I stood up to walk out of the communal cave.

      “That’s your problem right there. You think too much like a human. You haven’t embraced the fact you are not one of them anymore.”

      I whirled around, sparks flying out of my hand. “I cannot believe you just said that. There is no ‘us and them’. We’re all living creatures, sharing the same damn planet. Yes, I’m at the top of the food chain, but all that means is I have the greater responsibility to take care of the rest of the links below me, because we’re all part of the same chain.”

      “That’s profound.” Storm yawned from the boulder she had perched on. “So human of you.”

      “I love you.” Argo came to stand next to me. “Have I told you that?”

      Padrick bowed his head in defeat and stood up from his bed. “That’s not what I meant. Sometimes you have to do things you aren’t proud of or that aren’t even right because you need to survive the moment. It’s a balancing act.” He walked over and stood right before me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I let the energy die down in my hands. “Everyone’s important. Life is important. I know that more so now than I did as a human. That’s the difference between me and my father.”

      “This is true.”

      “I need some fresh air and a swim. I’ll see you guys in a few hours.” I turned and left the cave.

      “Tell Bella hello from us,” Argo called out as I ran down the mountain.

      Shit. They knew about her too. Was there nothing sacred that I could keep to myself?

      A few hours later, I returned to the cave to find Argo playing with a rock. He batted it back and forth with his front feet. Every now and then, a tongue of fire would escape from his mouth. He reminded me of a cat the way he entertained himself.

      “About time you got here. Storm went hunting, and Padrick is off meditating somewhere on the island.” Argo straightened his back and ignored the rock as he focused on me. “It’s time you and I had a chat.”

      “About what?”

      “You know what. You need to look in here.” He tapped the side of his head with the tip of his wing. “I know you’ve been avoiding it because you fear what you may find, but you mustn’t be afraid. There is information here only for you.”

      He was right. I had been too afraid of facing the truth. I didn’t know if I could handle another revelation about myself or something that tied me to the past. I had enjoyed the last week of just being there. Minus learning how to mentally block others’ thoughts and protect my mind, I had spent my time living. But that time had run out, apparently.

      “Can we do this somewhere outside of this cave?” I asked.

      “I would prefer that as well.” He marched up until he stood next to me, his head coming to my shoulder. “Shall we find a nice cliff with a great view?”

      I smiled and lowered my head until the side of my face touched his. “You know me so well.”

      “I know you like to go swimming to get away from us. I understand that you need your space. Once I am full-grown, I can give you that more freely, but until then, I need you.”

      “I know. I’ve been terrible. Can you forgive me?”

      “There is nothing to forgive. Now let’s go find a good vista point.” He let out a puff of smoke.

      “Lead the way.” I laughed.

      Within minutes, we were at the top of the mountain where we found a flat rock to sit on facing the north. Golden sunlight bathed us as we settled on the spot, and Argo’s scales sparkled in the light.

      “You are so beautiful,” I observed out loud.

      “So are you.” He sat his back end down but kept his front legs upright and wrapped his long, spiky tail around his feet. His white, leathery wings rested on either side of his body. “You are much prettier than the mental image that was passed down from my mother.”

      “Image? Remember, I didn’t meet your mother. How did she know what I would look like?” I settled into a lotus position facing him.

      He towered over me for a moment, then lowered himself down until his head was level with mine. “You will see when you look inside. Are you ready?”

      “No. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. I’ve never been ready for anything that has happened since I met Traian.” I adjusted my legs and then met his gaze. “But that hasn’t kept me from moving forward. That’s the only direction I can go.”

      “Except for right now. You need to look behind you, deep into the past, to find answers to help you move forward.”

      We sat there in silence for a few moments, enjoying the cool, early morning air and the weak sunlight on our skin. I rejoiced in the fact I could let the sunrays touch me. Maybe this strigoi life wasn’t that bad after all.

      “Let’s do this thing.” I closed my eyes.

      He let out a soft sigh and lowered his head into my lap. “Place your hands right above my eyes. It will make it easier to see everything.”

      “‘See’?” I felt the soft leathery scales on the side of his face until I reached the spot where the spikes began, inches above his eyes. “I thought I was reading your mind.”

      “These are memories, Everly, not thoughts.”

      I opened my third eye and focused on the tiny sparks of light dashing across his brain in every direction. I had done this when we first bonded and I’d heard his thoughts. However, this time, his mind seemed to pull me forward. I could feel myself being drawn deeper into his head. Sparks of light zipped past me as I found myself in the center of his mind.

      The first image that played before me was of a blonde elven girl reaching down and touching his face. When I looked closer, I realized it wasn’t him. The reflection in the girl’s eyes showed me a red dragon. Zara. The image changed to the dragon flying high above the clouds with the girl on her back. The girl squealed with joy as Zara dove through the sky.

      “This surpasses anything I have ever experienced in my life,” she shouted. I will never tire of this feeling.”

      “This is only the beginning, my dear. I haven’t shown you anything yet.” Zara’s voice boomed inside my head as if she was speaking in my ear.

      The image shifted, and now we were inside the cave. I recognized it instantly. The dip at the center of the room was now a fireplace, but in this memory, it was Zara’s bed. Now I understood even more why Traian had established his coven in that spot. The moment I thought of him, he appeared in the memory.

      I’d seen him before when he was human, in the memories from Evelina, but these were Zara’s memories. The perspective was only slightly different. When Evelina looked at Traian, I could feel her emotions of love, lust, desire, and devotion. From Zara’s point of view, I felt the comradery, loyalty, and compassion, but most of all, hope.

      A series of many films played in rapid succession. Each one recapped the life that Traian had lived in Carpatia Valley while he was human. In these memories, I saw a beautiful, white, flying horse become Traian’s companion. I watched Zara fly Traian to a hidden mountain covered in fog close to the cave, before returning to guard Evelina, who lay unconscious in a glass coffin, floating on the underground lake.

      When Traian returned, he brought the winged horse with him. In the lake cave, near where our current bedrooms were located, he placed a vial of glass. A sensation of wonder filled my heart as I watched him use the magic in his hands to grow the most beautiful flower I had ever seen in my life. Its petals were white but had a milky, iridescent shine to them.

      Traian took these petals and placed them in Evelina’s mouth. Moments later, she opened her eyes and spoke. I could feel the relief vibrating through Zara’s body. She had almost lost her elven companion.

      The next scenes that came did not have Traian or Evelina in them. The first one, Zara sat on a mountain peak, when a ghostly form of Eva appeared before her in midair and touched Zara’s head with her hand. I had seen Eva appear before, when I had touched Argo’s egg, but I wasn’t prepared for what I witnessed next.

      I watched in horror as the village that had been Traian’s home burned to ashes while its inhabitants were slaughtered or taken captive. Then Zara attacked a black dragon with an armored rider. I recognized the dragon immediately.

      Nostafaru.

      The two beasts fought as their riders battled using magic. Moments later, a poisoned dart from one of the enemy warriors on the ground struck Evelina in the leg. She fell from the sky, but Zara caught her in time. Rage burned hot throughout Zara’s body as she laid her companion on the ground and turned to the black dragon.

      “I don’t care that you are the father of my child. I will kill you and your master too.”

      She ripped off a chunk of his wing as if it were paper. He swiped at her, slicing a long wound across her belly. The pain from the gash only fueled her anger. She slapped him so hard he lay still for a moment. In that time, Zara whirled around and found the rider who had fallen off the black dragon’s back mere seconds before. She caught the man with her front feet and ripped his head off with her teeth.

      When she spit it out, the helmet fell off, revealing his face.

      Motherfucker. I cringed at my father’s decapitated head, but continued to watch.

      Instead of returning to save Evelina or Traian, Zara took to the air and flew away from the battle scene. Her body was weak from the wounds and the amount of energy she’d used in the fight. She soared over the mountains and valleys, far from her companion.

      I couldn’t help but feel angry now. “How could she just abandon them like that?”

      “Keep watching,” Argo reminded me.

      Zara flew to a large mountain with a hole big enough for her to enter. At the opening, a long-horned sheep with golden eyes met her.

      “Let me pass. I must keep my child safe.”

      “I cannot allow you to enter our home. You will kill us.”

      “I am dying. I only have moments to birth this egg before my body takes its last breath. Nothing can save me, except for my companion, and she is dead. The world’s hope lies in my offspring’s hands.” Zara lowered her head all the way to the ground, leaving herself vulnerable to the sheep’s horns. “I mean you no harm. Let me die in peace, knowing my child will lie dormant until his companion comes for him.”

      The sheep stood for a moment, blocking the entrance before moving aside. “Come. I will take you to a cavern deep in the mountain where you may take your final rest.”

      He led her through a labyrinth of wide tunnels, but they were almost too small for a dragon of her size to maneuver through. She squeezed on until they reached a cave I recognized—the one I had found Argo in.

      “Seal this room,” Zara commanded. “Only the one with this symbol on her palm and fire in her hands can enter. She will have red hair and an elf companion.” She blasted a cross of fire with an upside-down triangle and the circle of fire at the center onto the rocky ground. “She is the planet’s hope. Evil is gaining strength, and dark days are coming. Prepare yourselves.”

      The sheep bowed his head to the dragon. “Rest in peace, oh great creature. Know we will protect your seed until the girl comes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Zara curled up as the sheep backed out of the room. Two more flanked him as he exited. They put their horns together, and a shield of golden light formed, sealing the entrance to the cave. The light faded, leaving a solid wall of black rock. Zara groaned as she pushed a small silver egg from her body.

      “My child. I will be with you always. May you do great things and save this world. The girl that comes, she will be part witch and part undead. Her father is your father’s master, because only his own offspring will defeat him. But she will need you, her lover, and the sword of my companion, to vanquish the evil he has become.”

      A faint image of me appeared hovering above the dragon. I wore black pants and a tank top. Spirals of silver from the tattoo on my torso glowed in the dark cave. And then Zara took her final breath.
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      I fell over on top of Argo’s head from exhaustion. One of his spikes poked my shoulder, but I didn’t care. Seeing his mother’s memories had been like experiencing them myself. They had been more intense than when I had seen Eva’s or Evelina’s recollections. I didn’t know dragons could recall and pass down their recollections to their offspring with such detail.

      “I know it’s exhausting. You did good.” Argo wrapped one of his wings around me, as if to give me a hug.

      “What if I fail, Argo?” I rested my face against his neck.

      “That’s why I’m here. We won’t fail if we stick together.” His other wing covered me too. “Give me a few more weeks to grow full-size, and then we can go save Traian. And then we need to get Evelina’s sword.”

      I noted he said ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ or ‘you’. The last part of the memory replayed over and over in my head.

      She will need you, her lover, and the sword of my companion, to vanquish the evil he has become

      That was the key. I didn’t have to do this alone. I had people to help me out.

      This should have been a comforting thought but instead I felt even worse. What if I fail everyone, especially those who I’m supposed to work with as a team? What if I fail Traian and don’t get to him in time? What if I do something stupid and jeopardize Argo’s life?

      “Would you cease all this negative talk?” Argo squeezed his wings around me. “You will be fine. Challenged to the limit, yes. Pushed in every way possible, yes. But you won’t fail. You are much stronger than you think, and I’ll be here to remind you of this every day.”

      I could feel the emotions welling up in my eyes. “I love you, Argo.” I tightened my arms around his neck and kissed the top of his head. “How did I get so lucky as to be your companion?”

      “It was fate. No luck involved.”

      As the sun rose higher above the northeastern horizon, I felt the pull of sleep tugging on my body and mind. I drew away from our embrace and turned my face toward the warmth of light. Nothing happened. My skin didn’t react to the rays.

      I was so absorbed in the idea that I could walk in daylight, I didn’t notice someone come up the mountain.

      “There you are.” Padrick jumped up onto the flat rock. “What are you doing out in the sun?” He stood in front of me, blocking the light.

      “As you can see, I’m fine.”

      “You won’t be if you keep staring at that ball of fire.” He pointed behind me. “It’s not just that you are a strigoi, but you are a redhead. You can burn if you stay exposed too long.”

      “If I burn, I’ll just heal.”

      Padrick let out a frustrated grunt and placed his hands on his hips. “You don’t need to waste your energy healing from sunburns, when we have so many things to work on.”

      I pulled my crystal mental shield over my head. “Work on what?”

      The next moment, I felt like translucent chains had buckled down on my body, freezing me in place.

      Argo picked up on my slight panic and let out a growl in Padrick’s direction.

      “Easy there, drake.” He held a hand up. The next moment, the chains fell from my body and I could move again. “Go get some rest. I can feel you are tired. When you wake up, we’ll practice shielding your entire body.”

      The next evening, I woke up feeling more refreshed, but I could have slept longer. Just as promised, Padrick started his training. Holding a full body shield proved to be more difficult than the mental shield. After a week of daily, four to five hours of practice, I still couldn’t keep it up for more than five or six seconds.

      “Why can’t I get this as fast as I did the mental shield?” I rubbed my arms after Padrick’s invisible chains had squeezed them tight.

      “I’m not sure. It’s not supposed to take much more energy than protecting your head. What is going through your mind when you are holding it?” Padrick asked.

      I hadn’t thought about that. “I’m not sure. I know I dread the feeling that comes when my shield collapses and your chains tighten around my body.”

      “Are you panicking?”

      Now that he said it…

      “Yes, I think I am.”

      “Why? It’s just me. I will not hurt you.” Padrick uncrossed his legs.

      “I don’t know.” I hated that.

      Right before I would unintentionally drop my body shield, I would have a little freakout that would grow big enough to break my concentration. As the barrier fell, Padrick’s chains would latch onto me like hungry tentacles. My hands would spark, but his holds would keep them from aiming their arcs of light at him. I couldn’t fight him if I tried.

      What is wrong with me?

      “What do you feel when I hold you down with my energy?” Padrick asked me.

      I met his gaze. “That you will hurt me. But I know you won’t, so it seems completely irrational.”

      The corners of his eyes softened. “Did this happen to you before, with Octavian’s witch in the tunnel?”

      My body shuddered just thinking about that experience. “No, but that’s it. I feel exactly like I did that day. Helpless and violated.”

      He nodded and took my hands. “I won’t do anything like she did to you, but there are people out there that will, that and worse. We need to work through this, so it doesn’t happen again.”

      I nodded as a single pink tear fell from my right eye. I hated being so vulnerable and sensitive. How the fuck was I supposed to save the world when I couldn’t even control my emotions?

      “My darling, it’s okay.” Padrick squeezed my hands. “We’ll figure this out by practicing harder. I have faith in you.”

      I nodded but couldn’t look him in the eye. I didn’t share the same faith. Yet I would keep taking a stab at it… that was all I thought would help.

      “Can we try again?” I asked.

      “Of course. When you are ready, though.”

      I took a deep breath and focused on the ice and rock underneath me. Solid. I needed something hard and strong. The granite of this mountain felt like a good foundation to start with.

      “Hello, Everly. I’m always here to help you.”

      I smiled at the woman’s voice rumbling through my head. I hadn’t heard that voice since the night in Romania when both Earth and Wind had spoken to me.

      I placed both hands on the ice. “I need you. I can’t do this alone,” I said.

      “Fear not, Chosen One. Take what you need.”

      Closing my eyes, I visualized a wall of rock growing around me like a cylindric cone, forming a point at the top. The silence inside touched my mind like a gentle hug. I felt like I had been wrapped in a warm, dark cocoon, and the tension in my shoulders melted away.

      I rolled my head from side to side. Ahh. This felt like heaven. So quiet. So peaceful. The only sound in my ears was the leisurely flow of the viscous blood in my veins.

      I hadn’t had this much quiet since I died. My strigoi hearing constantly picked up sounds from hundreds of feet around me during my waking hours. Now, my body relaxed, my spirit calmed, and my mind slowed down, enjoying the tranquil moment. I could have easily fallen asleep.

      I stretched my arms up so I wouldn’t. Where is Padrick? Shouldn’t he be trying to break through my barrier? I didn’t dare open my eyes for fear I’d lose my concentration and fail to keep him out. Maybe he’s waiting for me to weaken and let my guard down. Fat chance I would let him do that. So I waited, basking in my little serene haven.

      My mind wanted to wander off to Traian or Mindy or my family… That’s where my thoughts went when I had nothing to occupy my brain. But I kept it on course, occasionally shifting my weight from hip to hip to keep myself grounded at the moment.

      I’m so sleepy, though. I yawned.

      I finally gave up and opened my eyes to see what was taking Padrick so long to act only to find him, Argo, and Storm staring intently at me a couple of feet away.

      Padrick’s lips moved, but I couldn’t hear a word he said. Storm lifted a paw up and rested it midair. She pushed up on her hind legs as if she was climbing a wall, but there was nothing there for her to lean on. Argo did the same. Padrick formed a green ball of energy and flung it at me.

      I flinched as the invisible barrier took the brunt of his magic and dissipated the force. Storm jumped, arching her back. Her mouth opened as if she was hissing, but I didn’t hear a thing. Argo sent a blast of fire from his mouth, but the flames moved to either side when the fire hit my block.

      “Incredible. Did I do this?”

      “Yes. This is all you, Chosen One,” Earth responded. “I only provided a resource.”

      Whoa. This skill could come in very handy. “How do I take the barrier down?”

      “Use your mind as you did to raise it,” she responded.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and placed my hands on the icy ground. Thank you for your help, you can retreat now.

      The ground rumbled as a cacophony of noise exploded in my ears. Argo let out a whining sound as he jumped into my lap, knocking me flat on my back. His hot, rough tongue licked my face.

      “Eww.” I laughed as I tried to dodge his affection.

      “You gave us such a fright.” His voice in my head sounded so much louder than before.

      “That was the most remarkable shield I have ever encountered. Even more powerful than the witch we ran into in the tunnels.” Padrick towered over me.

      A soft paw on my cheek drew my attention to the right where I met a wet kitty nose.

      “Well, you seem okay. I’m going to look for some lunch now.” Storm hopped out of the snow cave as if nothing interesting had happened.

      I let out a long sigh. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “I can.” Padrick crouched by my head. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay.” I think?

      “Good, can we go hunting now?” Argo stared down at me with the dragon equivalent of puppy eyes.

      “What the heck. Let’s go.”
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      “Everrrrrrrrrrly!”

      Traian’s voice screamed in my head, pulling me out of a deep sleep.

      I sat straight up, my body covered in a pink sheen of sweat as I trembled. Muted light from the entrance cast strange shadows in our cave, revealing I was the only one there.

      Where did everyone go?

      It didn’t matter. I focused on Traian’s voice.

      Was that a dream, or did he call for me?

      There was no way to tell, but it felt so real. My stomach twisted into knots as tears spilled off my cheeks.

      I hated not knowing. The severed bond had left me empty and disconnected from the source of my existence.

      A sense of dread sent a wave of ice over my body.

      What if my father has grown tired of my game of hide and seek and has decided to finally finish Traian off?

      Nope. I refuse to go there.

      Padrick popped his head in. “What is going on? I could smell your fear from a mile away.” His eyes grew when he noticed the red streaks on my face and the pink sweat dripping off my skin. “Mercy, what happened?” He rushed over and took my hand.

      Argo pounded into the cave and pushed his head past Padrick to look me straight in the eye. “I heard him too.”

      Fear paralyzed me. I couldn’t talk. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Padrick massaged my hand. “Traian is tough. I really don’t think Octavian will kill him.”

      I met his gaze. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I’ve known the lad for five millennia.” Padrick’s voice softened. “Octavian tortured him for thousands of years and could never break him.”

      “But that was before me.”

      My statement sounded so egotistical, but I didn’t mean it that way. Traian’s past lover had already been dead when he was captured by Octavian the first time. There was nothing to taunt him with. But this time, I was still alive. Octavian could conjure all kinds of delusions to torment Traian.

      “I know.” Padrick squeezed my hand. “You’ve changed the playing field.”

      “Octavian has my blood. He could do anything with it.” I gulped.

      Argo lowered his head onto my lap. Its weight seemed to have a grounding effect, diffusing the racing thoughts in my mind and calming my shaking body. I rested my hand on top of his head, soaking up the warmth that radiated from it.

      “I have to go back now.” My newfound voice crackled with emotion.

      “Are you crazy?” Padrick gawked. “You won’t be welcomed with open arms as before. Your father is not the forgiving type.”

      “I have to do something.”

      He nodded. “All the more reason to train harder, help your dragon grow, and learn to use your magic.”

      “We’re running out of time.” I shook my head.

      “We will go there when the time is right. But right now, you need to feed yourself. There are a couple of polar bears on the back of the island. One has an injured paw from which he won’t recover. Go put him out of his misery.”

      I wanted to argue, but then my throat burned. It had been two days since I’d last hunted, and I could feel it. Animal blood didn’t satisfy me as much as that of a human. But given that there weren’t people living on this island, I couldn’t be picky. Plus, I really didn’t like the idea of feeding on live humans. The one encounter I’d had still unsettled me.

      I gave in. “Fine. But first I need a quick dip in the ocean.”

      Storm hopped into the cave. “You ruined my hunt. I had a perfect rat, but then I heard you scream.”

      “I didn’t scream. That was Traian.”

      Argo lifted his head and looked me in the eye. “You screamed too.”

      I glanced up at Padrick.

      “You did. That’s why I came running.”

      Holy hell. I shook my head. “I’m sorry, guys.”

      “Don’t be.” Padrick rested his hand on my shoulder.

      I needed to get out. “Let me go for a swim, and then we’ll figure out our next move.”

      “It’s broad daylight.” Padrick pointed at the doorway.

      “I’ll be fine.” I jumped to my feet.

      “I’m only pointing out it’s noon, and you haven’t slept long.”

      Oh.

      My body continued to change with each passing day. Every strigoi before me had never seen sunlight until after they’d completed their seven-year cycle of transformation. Most never even survived that. My own survival may have something to do with my father being the oldest vampire in the world, and the magic that had been involved in my conception. Regardless, I grew weary of the constant unknown when it came to my body. I longed for any semblance of normalcy for once.

      The pull to the ocean drew my focus. That’s where I could get away for a moment and forget the weight of my destiny.

      I patted Argo’s head, which now came to just below my shoulders. “I need the cold water to help me focus on what we need to do next.” I bent down and kissed the spot between his nostrils.

      “Take your time.” Argo nuzzled me with his nose.

      “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” I called over my shoulder as I ran out of the cave into the blazing sun.

      “Don’t let anyone see you. There is a cruise ship about two miles off the southern shore of the island,” I heard Padrick say.

      I didn’t stop running until I reached the beach. Then I stripped away my pink, sweaty t-shirt and leggings. The water felt divine on my skin. As I let my body sink deeper, I combed my fingers through my matted hair. Once we returned to mainland, I planned to get a jumbo-sized bottle of hardcore conditioner to get these tangles out.

      I missed having facilities. Even in the ancient cave in Romania, we had running water.

      My feet touched the bottom slope of the shoreline, and I let my body float back against the rocks as if I were laying down. The current was just strong enough to keep me from totally relaxing. The swoosh of water past my ears was the only sound. My hands swayed back and forth with the movement of the sea.

      I wonder if I can make sparks underwater?

      Closing my eyes briefly, I recalled the only time I’d made love to Traian. The familiar zing in my palms came the next second. Tiny arcs of silver light zipped across my skin. Normally, the sparks only appeared on my palms, but now I had the cross symbol imprinted on my right palm, my power extended up my arms, halfway up to my elbows.

      I held my arms above my body and let the energy build between my hands, forming a ball of light. The center grew so bright, I could barely stare at it.

      “That’s amazing.” Bella swam toward me. “I thought I tasted you. Are you bleeding?”

      I glanced past the sphere of energy to see the white whale getting closer. “No. Why?” I returned my attention to the magic.

      “I sampled blood in the water. Your blood.”

      “Ah, that was my sweat. It contains little bits of blood.” The ball of light pulsed between my hands. “You have a keen sense of taste.”

      “It’s the one thing that keeps us safe, along with our hearing. I heard you dive in. What is this light you are creating? It’s too bright for me to look at directly.”

      That’s when I sensed we weren’t alone. I felt their presence, though they were still a good distance away. Shit. I need to get rid of this.

      “It’s the sharks. They must have sensed your blood.” Bella swam around and put herself between me and the incoming visitors. “I will call on my family for help.”

      Panic filled my veins as three massive sharks approached out of the dark sea.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Stay calm.” She let out some clicking sounds and a high-pitched whine.

      I glanced down at my hands and realized I needed to get rid of the energy. Can I take out one of the sharks? I moved next to Bella, and before I could hear the thoughts of the approaching predators, I flung the ball of light at the one in the center.

      The body of the shark became encased in the electricity. He turned belly-up and floated toward the surface, the spark of life gone from his eyes.

      Shit, I didn’t mean to kill him. I covered my mouth with both hands.

      “That was effective,” Bella said as the other two sharks turned tail and swam away. “That will teach them to hunt somewhere else.”

      “But I didn’t mean to kill.”

      “What’s wrong with you? You have to kill to live. You just killed a creature that was about to attack us.”

      Just then the sound of a motor and the propeller slicing through the water drew our attention. A hundred feet above us, a small, inflatable boat traveled on the surface. If I concentrated a little, I could hear the twenty-two people on the boat.

      Damn cruises and their excursions.

      “Humans. I’d better warn my family.” Bella patted me with her flipper on the back. “Well done, my friend. I’ll be back soon.”

      As soon as she disappeared, I realized that the dead shark was getting closer to the surface. It would attract unwanted attention.

      Padrick is going to kill me.

      I pushed up from the floor of the sea and, with every ounce of energy and fiber in my body, I propelled myself upward until I caught its dorsal fin. I began pulling it down, but its buoyancy was greater than my mass. I felt pulled toward the surface.

      Shit.

      My mind raced. I could not be seen by humans. My red eyes would be enough to scare them. Oh crap, my hair! They could spot me in the dark water as I approached the surface.

      The closer we got, the louder the sounds of the people in the boat became. Out of desperation, I called on the earth.

      “Help me!”

      Silence.

      “I need you, Earth.”

      Nothing but the rush of water met my ears and mind.

      “It’s not Earth you need, Chosen One. You must call on me.” The voice inside my head had a melodious ring, as that of a babbling brook.

      I peered around, trying to find the source.

      “I’m right here.” A shadow of a woman formed in front of me. It was as if the water currents had twisted and turned to create the figure. “Hello, Child. You’ve spoken to my sisters Wind and Earth, but you have yet to meet me.”

      “Water?”

      She smiled. “You’re a quick one.” She reached forward and created currents of energy through the water that caught the shark and kept him from floating closer to the surface.

      I watched in awe as she flipped him back upright and then made him move around as if he was hunting.

      “Oh, I see a shark down there,” I heard a woman say from the boat above us.

      “Sharks are very rare in these waters, but given that summer is almost here, they show up occasionally,” a man replied.

      I looked to Water. “Can they see us?”

      “No, I’m shielding you from them. They’re more interested in the trivial shark.” She brought him down deeper until the boat passed. “I hope you don’t plan on killing without reason, child.”

      “I didn’t mean to kill him.” I kept an eye on the boat as it continued on its course. “I promise.”

      “Good. How about you feed him to your dragon?”

      “Is it safe to go to the surface?” I met her liquid gaze.

      “I will distract the silly humans, but you need to be more careful.”

      “Thank you.”  I brought my hands together like I was praying. “You saved me a lot of trouble today.”

      “You’re welcome. We’re counting on you, Chosen One. We shall meet again.”

      She swung the shark around until I could grab it. Once I locked my arms around his tail, I felt a current push me toward the shore until I surfaced in the shallow water.

      I checked the area to make sure I wouldn’t be spotted by humans, but the small boat had already gone around to the south side of the island where the cruise ship had anchored far out of sight from this part of the mountain.

      I pulled the shark out of the water and attempted to hoist him onto my shoulders, but an oily film coated his sandpaper skin making it hard to hold on. After twenty or so yards up the slope, I let him fall on a flat rock.

      “Hey, Argo, I have lunch for you.” My mind instantly connected to his.

      “Coming.”

      I peered up as he burst from our cave entrance, halfway up the side of the mountain. His silvery white scales blended in with the snow and ice as he slid down. At one point, Argo stretched his wings and lifted off the ground a couple of feet.

      Holy moly, is he trying to fly?

      He flapped his wings and got even higher until he spread them all the way out and glided down on the wind. The landing, however, needed more practice. He overshot the place where I stood and crashed into a pile of boulders, sending a cascade of ice and rock down the mountain.

      “Oops.” Argo straightened and marched up to me on all fours. “Shark? I haven’t had that yet.”

      “He’s all yours.” I waved a hand at the carcass at my feet. “Accidental death by magic.”

      The dragon stood up on his hind legs until he was at eye level. “You were practicing magic in the water?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you crazy?” A tongue of fire slashed out of his mouth. “There could be spies in the ocean.” He lowered his head and sniffed the shark. “But thanks for lunch. Got him greased up and everything.”

      “You’re welcome. It was Water’s idea.”

      Argo lifted his head, meeting my gaze. “Water, as in the element spirit?”

      “Yes.”

      He nudged me gently with his nose. “That is wonderful. Now all you need is Fire.”

      “Isn’t it weird I haven’t met Fire yet, even though that was the first sign of my power?”

      Argo opened his mouth and took the entire shark’s head in one bite, while holding the rest of the body down with his front foot. “She’ll come when you are ready.”

      “I hope she doesn’t wait too long.”

      I turned and headed down to the shore to pick up my discarded clothing. Instead of heading back to the cave, though, I took a detour northwest to the rushing stream, where I washed my garments and face.

      “We’re counting on you, Chosen One.”

      Water’s words echoed in my head.

      More pressure was just what I needed. Not.
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      A mid-June snow storm hit Drage øy the next day, hiding the sun and any cruise ships. I loved it. The snow felt so magical. I sat outside the cave opening, watching the delicate, star-shaped flakes fall from the sky. In my human time, I would never have sat in the middle of a blizzard in a t-shirt and leggings.

      Argo enjoyed the snow. Unlike Storm, who had hidden in the cave at the first flurry, he pranced around on the slope like a happy dog. Twice, he had slid down the mountain only to scramble halfway up to do it again.

      “Come slide with me,” he begged.

      I’d already refused him the first time he’d asked.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. Might as well have fun. Plus, I’d never gone sledding in my life. This was close enough.

      “You can ride on my back,” Argo offered.

      “Are you sure?”

      I was hesitant. He had grown so much, but I didn’t know if he could handle my weight yet.

      “I’m a dragon.” He beat his tail on the snowdrift, sending flurries into the wind.

      “I know, but you’re barely a month old.”

      He lowered his head to the ground, revealing a perfect perch between the spikes along his spine just above his shoulder, where his wings came out. “Get on my back.”

      Reluctantly, I swung a leg over and settled in. I marveled at how natural it felt to be on my dragon’s back.

      “You and I were meant for each other,” he reminded me.

      “I know.” I leaned around one of the spikes and kissed the side of his neck.

      “Hold on tight.”

      And off we went down the mountain as he slid on his belly. I squealed the entire way until we hit a drift at the bottom and landed all jumbled together in a pile of limbs and wings. I didn’t remember ever laughing so hard. Argo’s chuckles came out in roars and flames.

      We did it repeatedly, each time laughing harder than before. I felt alive, happy, and at peace. For a few blissful moments, I forgot the weight of my responsibility, Traian’s imprisonment, how much I missed my family and friends in Seattle, and that I was a fugitive with a price on my head. In that hour of playfulness, life seemed perfect.

      Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end.

      When we climbed the mountain to slide down again, we found Padrick waiting for us.

      “It’s time to work on your shielding.”

      He pulled his hand from behind his back and flung a green ball of energy right at me.

      I ducked and rolled, and it flew past my head.

      “What the hell?” I demanded.

      He didn’t answer. He held another orb of light, and this time, he aimed for Argo.

      I dove across, knocking my dragon down the slope just in time, as the ball of green lightly grazed my bare arm.

      “Son of a bitch.” I gritted my teeth as the charred skin already healed itself. “Are you crazy?”

      “You’re supposed to shield, not duck and dodge.” Padrick already had another ball of energy ready to throw at me.

      The moment it left his hands, arcs of silver extended from my palms, trapping the green sphere of light. I flung it into the side of the mountain, and the force started a mini avalanche.

      “That was a lucky move, but why aren’t you shielding?” He formed another ball between his palms.

      “This is crazy. You didn’t give me any warning.” I stepped between him and Argo.

      The dragon had untwisted himself and now growled at the elf.

      “Octavian and his minions won’t be announcing their arrival to give you ample time to prepare.” The green orb between Padrick’s hands pulsed. “You need to be ready in a split second. You can’t let your guard down, if you want to save your boyfriend.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I had become a little too complacent. The incident with the shark should have been a wake-up call… I had almost gotten human notice, which would have had terrible consequences.

      “Earth, I need you.” I felt for the solid rock underneath my feet while keeping an eye on my opponent.

      I got no response, but felt a deep, grounding force anchoring me to the mountain. Though my physical eyes were still open, I opened my witch’s eye and pulled that force’s energy up around Argo and me.

      Padrick flung the ball at us, but it hit the invisible barrier, shattering into thousands of green sparks of light.

      “That’s more like it.” The elf smirked as he rubbed his hands. “Now work on getting your beast to fly. Our time here is running out.” He turned around and headed back up the mountain to the cave entrance.

      I kept the shield up and turned to face Argo. “I don’t know if you’re ready.”

      “I am. My wings are getting stronger.” He stretched them out to the sides, making him look three times bigger than he really was.

      “Okay, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to teach you to fly.”

      “Watch me and give me pointers as I practice.” He flapped his wings, sending snow in every direction.

      I waited until Padrick had gone inside the cave before dropping the shield. I glanced up the mountain, assessing if we should go higher. The blizzard had settled down to a light flurry, but farther up, the clouds were thick, making visibility poor. I wanted to go to a place where I didn’t have to worry about Padrick popping out unannounced and hurling energy balls at me.

      “Okay. Let’s go to the south side of the mountain. You should probably eat something, too.”

      “I’m good. That shark was quite filling.” Argo trotted behind me as we traversed the cliffs and rocks. “Must be all that fat.”

      “Fat, huh? Maybe you should take out that old walrus on the east end of the island. The sounds that come out of him make me want to go on a murdering spree.”

      Padrick had pointed him out as a potential meal, but we had yet to take him out. In the four weeks we’d been here, I’d fed on three polar bears, five seals, and seven deer, while Argo had kept a steady diet of deer and rats. Thankfully, there were several hundred of each of those species, and about ninety bears on the island. Our dietary needs wouldn’t jeopardize the ecosystem. At least not yet—in another month, that might be a different story, as Argo continued to grow.

      My elf mentor had been right. Our time here was running out. This realization saddened me. I liked our little heaven here on this island, where I could practice my magic freely, swim in the sea with Bella, hunt and play with my dragon, and curl up with my cat. Yeah, living in a cave like someone from the stone age wasn’t the ideal situation, but the moments of peace I’d experienced here were worth the inconvenience.

      Our time on Drage øy felt like the calm before the inevitable storm. Once we left this haven, I would face my father. A couple more weeks was all we needed to get Argo to speed. He wouldn’t be full-grown when we left, but he’d be mature enough to deal with the crazy about to ensue.

      Might as well enjoy the few moments we have left.

      By the time we reached the east end, the snowfall had stopped. Argo and I halted, taking in the serene beauty the fresh storm had left behind. He wrapped a wing around my waist and let out a purr of contentment. The stillness that followed felt like a blanket of tranquility.

      If only I could freeze time and stay here forever.

      “I don’t want to disturb the perfect layer of snow,” Argo mused.

      “I know.” I wrapped my arm around his neck.

      “Want to go sliding?”

      I chuckled at the spark of glee in his voice and sighed. “As much as I would rather do that, we need to focus on getting you in the air.”

      “Playtime is over, isn’t it?”

      The sadness in his words broke my heart. How I wished I could give him the time to be a kid-dragon, and a life free of the hardship to come.

      “Yes, buddy. Hopefully, when all this is over, we can live in a place where you can be free to fly around and be you without fear.”

      “I would like that.” Argo nudged me with his head. “Well, I’d better get to it.” He spread his wings and stepped away from me.

      I watched him as he flapped and flapped before he broke into a run down the mountain. Two leaps, and he took to the air.

      Total natural.

      The wind picked him up higher.

      “Way to go!” I cheered, clapping my hands.

      He let out a loud screech, but the fresh snow damped the sound. “I wish you could see this! Actually, you can. Close your eyes.”

      I did and was instantly up twenty feet in the air, looking down at myself. I need a shower badly. I shuddered at one glance at my hair.

      “Nah, you look beautiful. Like a wild witch of the mountain, surveying her domain.”

      My lips curled into a smile. Argo always knew just what to say, a wise old soul he was. “If I still had a heartbeat, I’d be blushing right now.”

      “Heartbeats don’t define a person. It’s their spirit, and yours is a beacon of light.”

      I didn’t know what to say, because I felt far from a beacon of light. Sure, my hands could spark, but that meant I could kill someone with my so-called light. My heart wished I could make more of a difference.

      Argo’s attention moved from me down the mountain as he descended toward the beach. His focus fixed on an object in the water. It only took me two seconds to realize it was a body.

      “Don’t you dare go anywhere near that.” I snapped my eyes open and ran down the mountain as fast as I could.

      Argo landed unceremoniously a few yards from the waterline and hissed at the corpse bobbing face down against the rocks of the shoreline. My stomach dropped when I noticed the blue hair and my suspicion was confirmed when her tail floated to the surface of the water.

      “That’s one of the sirens that brought us here.” I came to a halt next to Argo.

      “I know.”

      I didn’t want to touch her, but I had to make sure.

      Cautiously, I inched my way into the icy water and gripped her by the shoulders. In one quick move, I flipped the dead mermaid over. Her dimmed sapphire eyes stared back lifelessly, but that’s not what sent a cold knife in my gut. Across her bare abdomen were carved five words.

      I KNOW WHERE YOU ARE.

      I scanned our surroundings. The only living creatures were the animals that occupied the island, and I didn’t sense any other preternatural presences, save for Argo, Padrick, and Storm. But then, I hadn’t sensed the witch bitch in the tunnels of Europe either.

      Pushing all thoughts out, I focused on the elf and cat, sending my attention in their direction.

      I found Padrick first. “Our time has run out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Padrick snipped a piece of mermaid’s hair and placed it on a rock a few feet away. From his belt, he pulled out a translucent vial and uncorked the stopper. Three drops of liquid fell onto the blue strands, and he returned the glass ampoule back to its hiding place. He closed his eyes and murmured an incantation in his elven tongue.

      I’d heard him speak his language before when we practiced magic together, but it still sent chills through my body. Each word carried powerful magic, but only for elves. If anyone outside their race tried to speak them, nothing would happen. Thus, the lure of the elf. No wonder they keep hidden. According to Padrick, there were only a handful of his kind on this side of the Transworld portal.

      That was another thing, I had to wrap my mind around…

      The mermaid’s hair lifted off the rock and exploded into thousands of particles. They whirled around until they formed an image of an underwater cave I recognized immediately.

      “That’s where we met the sirens before they brought us here,” I said, staring at the three-dimensional image before me.

      It shifted as the blue-haired mermaid’s head emerged from the water. She scanned the room and lowered back down. The next moment, a woman appeared from behind the rock.

      Witch Bitch. How did she survive the tunnel collapsing on her?

      She hit the siren with a blast of black energy, but the mermaid caught it with a wave of water and hurdled it to the top of the cave, sending a shower of rocks to pour down on the witch. The bitch dodged the rocks and slammed the siren with another surge of her dark magic. This time, the siren was caught off guard, and it hit her square in the face.

      A flash of blue light exploded, causing part of the cave to collapse. The witch drew the siren to her and pulled the body onto the rocks at the edge of the pool. From her boot, she withdrew a knife and carved the words onto the siren’s belly. When she finished, she closed her eyes and whispered a spell. The mermaid’s corpse immediately floated back into the water and sank through the tunnel leading into the ocean.

      I watched as the siren traveled through the water until her body reached our island. The particles from Padrick’s magic vanished the moment the mermaid reached the shore.

      Padrick walked over to her body and whispered something in elven before he closed her eyes. A crystal-clear tear trickled down his cheek, followed by another.

      “See you on the other side, old friend.” He stood up and wiped his face with the back of his hand. “We can’t stay here any longer.”

      Until that moment, I didn’t know the two had been close. They’d never talked when we traveled through the water vortex.

      Well, they didn’t talk out loud…

      They’d probably had a complete, silent conversation, and I was just too oblivious to realize what was happening, given the sequence of events that had occurred in those tunnels.

      I’d never seen Padrick full on cry before or show this much emotion. He’d always carried himself stoically, only indulging in the occasional jibe toward Traian and the other strigoi. He could be funny at times and kind others, but sadness wasn’t something I’d seen him show.

      I stepped up to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. A few seconds later, he returned the embrace with his arms around my shoulders. We said nothing as we stood there. The air thickened with emotion before I felt him breathe a little more evenly again.

      Argo gave us space to process the loss our elf guide had experienced before he came over, wrapping his wings around both of us.

      “I’m not joining this love fest.” Storm yawned from her place on a boulder ten feet up the mountain. She had come down shortly after Padrick to investigate what had happened.

      “Now is so not the time.” I gave her a side glare.

      Padrick pulled away a few moments later and gazed out over the water as my eyes fell back to the words on the mermaid’s stomach. I couldn’t help but stare, even though every letter made me cringe. I simply couldn’t look away. My hand touched my abdomen where the witch bitch had done the same to me.

      “Where can we go? Can we even get off the island undetected, now they know we’re here?” My voice trembled even at the thought.

      They had violated our little haven. Someone dear to my friend’s heart had been murdered because of me. Who would be next? My mind raced back to Romania. Each of the faces of the people I’d come to know and respect flashed before my face. If Octavian knew we were here, when would the rest of the enemy’s infantry show up?

      Padrick took his time responding. “Zafora is on her way. She won’t be happy.”

      “Are they going to get us off the island?”

      “No,” he said firmly.

      Argo leaned closer to me. “Something’s off. I could try to fly you and Storm to the next island, Svalbard.”

      I gawked down at my dragon in disbelief. “Have you lost your mind? You only just learned to fly. How could you possibly carry me and a cat ten miles over water?”

      “Your lack of confidence in me is rather insulting.”

      “Ugh, I don’t have time for this.”

      “Neither do I.”

      At that moment, a white head popped up out of the water a mere thirty feet from the shore.

      “Bella? What are you doing here?”

      “I heard about the murder of the siren. The queen is on her way. Thought I would warn you, because she’s not happy.”

      “No shit.”

      “Shit? You say that a lot.” Her nose bobbed above the surface.

      “Not now.” I shook my head.

      “How many are in her family?” Padrick asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged and then rubbed my hands together, hoping that instead of getting sparks, a brilliant idea would manifest.

      “What does the elf want?” Bella asked.

      “I have no idea.” I clenched my jaw when a thought came to me. “I need to get in the water.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” Padrick warned, backing away. “We need to get away from the shore as quickly as possible.”

      Too late. I had already stripped off my boots and pants while letting Argo and Storm in on the plan. However, Padrick grabbed my arm before I could jump into the sea.

      “She’ll kill you. We can hide at the center of the island in the forest until she cools off.”

      I turned my head to meet his gaze. “I’m not hiding anymore. She has every right to be mad at me. And I need to speak with her.”

      “You don’t know her. Sirens cannot be negotiated with.”

      “I’m not negotiating with her.”

      “Everly. Someone’s coming and it’s not the sirens. You need to run and hide now.” Bella spoke in an urgent tone I hadn’t heard from her before. “I didn’t feel them until now.”

      I scanned the sea for energy signatures. I could feel Bella, a pod of dolphins, and two seals that were quickly fleeing the area.

      “I need to go. Please hide.” Bella disappeared under the water.

      “Padrick,” I cried. “Something’s wrong.”

      “Shit,” Padrick cursed. “Run, now!”

      I turned on my heel and booked it, just as three submarines emerged from the water a quarter of a mile away.

      Six missiles came blasting in our direction.
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      I didn’t have time to think. There was no way to outrun the missiles in time. What kind of damage would they do if I left them to take their course? Within a nanosecond, I imagined a massive wall of protective clear quartz rise between us and the bombs headed our way.

      The projectiles hit my barrier, exploding in black smoke and fire. Everything inside me shook as I took part of the force. I had both hands up, with sparks of electricity extending to the wall to stabilize it.

      “Earth. Water. Wind. Please help us,” I pleaded.

      My body weakened as a second set of projectiles smacked into my shield. I wondered how long I could keep it up until I felt a warm hand on my shoulder.

      “Take my energy and hold that wall.” Green light from Padrick’s palm spread across my body. “Argo, you get Storm and go hide in the forest.”

      “I can’t leave her.” Argo came to stand by me.

      “We’ll be right behind you. Listen to Padrick,” I urged. “Please go now. I don’t want them to see you.”

      He backed away from me slowly. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I. Get out of h—”

      A third round of missiles cut off my words. This time, I held the shield stronger, as Padrick’s energy reinforced mine, green arcs of light combining with my silver ones.

      “Good work, Ev,” he said in a soft tone. “Remember the grounding techniques I taught you back in Romania.”

      I turned toward my dragon. He had reached Storm.

      “Stay alive,” she said to me before she jumped on Argo’s back.

      The two of them raced away as a heavy cloud descended from the mountain. Wind. The hint of relief I felt was short-lived when we took a fourth wave of fire. The ground under our feet quaked this time. I looked up to Padrick for guidance. He gave me an encouraging nod.

      “Ground your energy.”

      Why did he have so much faith in me? Half of the time, I didn’t know what the heck I was doing.

      Who am I kidding? I’m winging it pretty much all the time.

      But I nodded and closed my eyes, focusing on the rumbling ground around us. The entire island shook. I could hear boulders tumbling down the mountain. My witch’s eye flew open, and I peered inland to check on Argo and my cat.

      The dragon dodged falling rocks as he ascended the mountain with Storm clinging on to his back and then they disappeared in the gray cloud.

      “Keep my babies safe,” I asked of Wind.

      “Worry not, Chosen One.” Wind’s harmonious voice hummed through my head and faded away.

      I turned my attention to the shaking ground. Grounding seemed difficult when I couldn’t stand still.

      “I’m here, Chosen One.” Earth’s deep voice echoed in my head. “Look to the sea.”

      With my witch’s eye, I focused my gaze toward the three subs in the water. The hatch opened on the middle one, and the witch bitch climbed out to stand near the conning tower. Her eyes narrowed, as a chilling smile spread over her face.

      It didn’t last long, though, because the next moment, a tall wave rose behind her. She only realized her precarious situation when it crested over the three subs. It washed her body into the water.

      “You’re welcome.” Water’s melodious voice bubbled around me. “Temporary solution. There are more coming, and I may not be able to hold them off.”

      The waves settled down, but the subs and the witch never appeared again.

      “What do we do?” I whispered to Padrick.

      He released my shoulder, the green arcs of light fading from the wall. “I think we’re safe for now. But when they come again, they’ll be ten times worse. This was only a practice run. Your father was just scoping out what he’s up against.”

      “What if she swims to shore?”

      I continued to scan the waters with my third eye, but didn’t see any energy signatures. Even the teeming marine life had vanished from this part of the sea.

      “She can’t. None of them can. That’s the magic of this island,” he replied. “However, modern weapons can still reach us. We need to get to the forest. The mountains and the trees will protect us.”

      “Why can’t she get onto the island?”

      Being told ‘the magic of the island’ would protect us wasn’t enough for me anymore, especially after seeing those missiles shatter against my barrier.

      Padrick rolled his shoulders before meeting my gaze. “Nobody can come onto this island without my consent.”

      “This is yours?”

      “Ha. No. I was tasked to place a protective ward on this isle over six thousand years ago by my friend, Evelina.” He glanced toward the mountains. “This was the island of the dragons, Drage øy. Somewhere they could live freely and raise their young. Here, they were protected from those who would hunt them.”

      “Elves, right?” I still kept the barrier up, but I lowered my hands.

      “Yes, but not just us. Your father played an integral role in decimating the dragon population. That is, until he found his black steed. Octavian loves to collect special creatures and people with unique powers.” Padrick turned his gaze to me. “He’s coming for you, Everly, and you need to be ready.”

      I glanced down at my bare feet. “I am ready to face him, but I’m not ready to leave Argo behind.”

      “You will never be ready to face him. That mentality will only lead to your death. And don’t think for one second he won’t kill you. You were of interest when he discovered you two were related, but now that you have betrayed him, his witches will siphon your powers and he will drain you of your blood. When he’s taken everything useful to him, you will die.”

      His words sent a shudder through me. I knew he spoke the truth.

      “I have to face him someday.”

      “Yes, you do, and more than once before all of this will be over. My point is don’t lie to yourself, thinking you can take him on alone. This thinking killed Evelina and Eva.”

      I stared out over the water. “But what do we do now?”

      “We retreat to the forest and figure out our next step.”

      “I’m afraid to take this barrier down.”

      Padrick stepped away from me. “Now is your chance to practice holding a barrier while you move. Battles are not static, and neither can you remain in one spot while fighting for your life.”

      “But how do I do this?”

      He gave me a weak smile. “You will figure this out because that’s what you do, and that’s how you learn the best. I’ll meet you in the forest.”

      “Wait! What? Are you leaving me alone? What if they come back?”

      “They won’t be back probably for another twenty hours or so. You have plenty of time to figure it out.” With that, he turned on his heel and booked it up the mountain.

      I was so screwed.
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      The beach seemed silent. Too quiet. Not a single life form stood within a mile radius of me. The only sounds that my ears picked up were the lapping water on the rocks under my feet and the howling wind rolling off the mountains behind me. During the attack, the siren’s body had disappeared.

      I scanned the open water, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, but I saw nothing except waves. The abundant wildlife that inhabited this island seemed to have gone into hiding. While that gave me some relief, it also made me sad.

      I shifted my feet, closed my eyes, and opened my witch’s eye. Think. How could I move back toward the mountain while still holding the barrier up?

      The magic aura of the invisible shield glistened about fifty yards ahead of me. With a shaky step, I moved back a foot. The translucent wall undulated as it shifted forward, following me. I took another step back and then another. One bare foot behind me at a time, I reached the base of the mountain, the whole time watching the water for any hints of the lurking enemy. Just because I couldn’t see or feel them didn’t mean they weren’t close by, waiting for me to let my guard down.

      Ever so slowly, I climbed backward up the thousand-foot mountain until I reached the top of the ridge, using my witch’s sight to guide me to the highest point. That’s when I finally lowered the shield and nearly collapsed from the intense concentration. I opened my eyes and stared at the dark fog surrounding me.

      “I did it,” I whispered to the wind.

      I had done something remarkable, but it had taken everything out of me. Now I stood leaning against the rock cliff, hungry for blood. The only food available here would be a deer or some rodents.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on any life signatures on the south side of these mountains. I picked up three in the forest: Padrick, Argo, and Storm. I found a herd of deer milling about the edge of the forest, a mile from my companions, near the river that ran to the small lake at the center of the valley. On the other side of this lake, mountains rose to the south side of the island. I counted three herds total. I hoped it would be enough and that we wouldn’t throw their ecosystem out of whack by feeding on them.

      The burn in my throat grew as I contemplated from which herd I would get my meal. Desperation kicked in. The closest one will have to do. I hadn’t felt this thirsty since the first few weeks of my undead existence.

      Cut yourself some slack. You just kept your friends safe from a military onslaught that would’ve destroyed the island and killed the ones you love. The voice belonged to me, but I had a hard time believing my own words.

      If I got this hungry every time I kept a solid barrier up for longer than thirty minutes in battle, I would surely fail. I needed to be stronger if we had any chance of surviving the nightmare to come. Padrick was right. I would never be ready to face my father, who had thousands of years of experience dealing with other creatures like myself.

      But there’s no one like me. I thought about that for a moment. Could my abnormal nature be an advantage in this war? Maybe if I could figure out how to control my powers and channel my energy more efficiently without draining my resources. Enough thinking. I need to eat.

      I suddenly realized I had left my boots and pants on the beach. I was standing there in my underwear, barefoot, my silver tattoo gleaming in the dim light. There wasn’t any time to go back and retrieve them or stop by the cave and pick up a clean set of clothes.

      Without a second thought, I launched down the south side of the mountain, into the forest, toward the closest herd of deer. Sharp rocks and fallen branches cut into my feet, but the wounds healed right before my eyes. I ignored the temporary pain of each injury. Twenty yards ahead, I came across a lone stag and took him down within a flash.

      Once I finished, I licked the last drop of blood from my top lip. This would only sate my hunger temporarily. I would need predator blood for a longer-lasting effect.

      I caught a second deer for Argo and carried both to the center of the forest where my companions waited for me grouped near a stone circle. I’d never seen the small megaliths before, but as soon as I entered within their radius, I could feel the invisible protective barrier.

      Argo jumped around me when I arrived. “Oh, thank you for my lunch. I’m so hungry.”

      “You’re welcome.” I dropped the deer at his feet.

      Storm didn’t look up at me as she munched on a shrew she’d caught. “You survived. Very impressive.”

      I dropped the bloodless deer's carcass next to Padrick. “I thought you might need the hide.”

      He nodded. “We can’t go back to our cave. It’s facing the water, and we could be under attack at any moment.” He stood up and walked to a cluster of rocks at the center of the stone circle. “But we are not without supplies.”

      He quickly moved the stones aside to reveal a short spade. Five minutes later, he had dug a small hole and retrieved a metal trunk. It contained a map, an electrical box, a couple of leather pouches, and some wooden eating utensils and bowls.

      “I buried this a couple centuries ago for emergencies.” Padrick wiped his brow as he opened one of the animal skin pouches. He tossed me a pair of black leather pants and a matching hooded tunic. “This should fit you.”

      I caught the articles of clothing with my right hand and marveled at the smoothness of the leather and softness of the tunic. “These look about my size. How did you know two hundred years ago?” I pointed to the box. “And there wasn’t any technology back then either.”

      As soon as I said the words, I realized I knew the answer. Atlantis. Their technology had been around for over ten thousand years. Just because humans didn’t have access didn’t mean it wasn’t around.

      “I didn’t know you were coming. But I’d stashed different sizes away just in case someone was traveling with me.” He pulled out a pair of long black boots with laces. “You can adjust the ties to make them fit you.” He tossed those as well.

      I pulled on the leather pants. They fit and stretched like leggings. The tunic felt like a soft cashmere hug when I slipped it over my head. The boots, however, impressed me the most. They felt like the highest quality footwear I had ever worn. They were lined with soft fur. When I finished lacing them, they came to just below my knees. I never wanted to take them off again.

      Padrick smiled as I shifted from leg to leg, admiring my new boots. “I’m glad you like them. That’s probably one of the last remaining pieces of elven clothing you’ll find on this side of the portal.”

      “These were made by elves?” I couldn’t hide my shock.

      “Yes. They will be perfect for when you cross into Transpatia to retrieve Evelina’s sword.” Padrick opened the second leather pouch.

      “Wait, what? Her sword? You never mentioned anything about crossing into the Otherworld before.”

      He chuckled. “Did you ever wonder what the cross in the symbol on Eva’s grave meant?”

      The vision I had seen when I touched her grave, and the one I had witnessed in the underground tunnels of Curtea de Arges flashed before my mind. There had always been a sword. It wasn’t until this moment that I realized what all the elements of that symbol meant. I had just assumed it was Eva’s symbol—her signature. But no, just like with everything else, Eva had used it to hide a message for me.

      “The cross is the sword,” I realized. “The upside-down triangle is the chalice from which I drank and discovered my purpose. The ring of fire bursting outward from the center of the cross is my element.” I held one of my hands up, allowing a few sparks to dance across my palm. I glanced over at Argo and Storm. “But I don’t understand where they come in… or you, for that matter,” I said to the elf.

      Padrick pulled out a forest green tunic and black pants similar to mine. “The circle represents the dragon egg. However, Eva mentioned nothing about a cat, which is why I didn’t want you around her. She didn’t fit in the plan, and I mistakenly thought she would take you off course.”

      “And here I thought you were a stinky, obnoxious elf.” Storm chewed on the shrew’s tail.

      I snorted at my cat’s comment. Sometimes her inner monologue could be downright annoying, but most of the time, she cracked me up.

      “Yeah? And what did you think of me?” I asked as I smoothed out my tunic and tied the belt around my waist.

      “That you were the perfect human companion my kind could ever ask for.”

      “But I was a weak human back then.”

      Storm continued devouring her meal, never looking up at me. “I’m not talking about your physical state, but your spirit and mind. You showed me compassion and took me in without a second thought. Little did you know that I had come looking for you.”

      Today must be the day for revelations. “You came looking for me?”

      “Of course. Some of us have magic too, and we must look for the companion that matches our needs.”

      “Oh? And what were your needs?”

      Storm took a break from chewing and finally looked up at me. “Someone who would provide shelter and food, who I could repay with my need to balance energy and protect.”

      My jaw dropped. Storm had always had a gift for calming the spark I’d felt in my palms back when I was a human. She still did.

      “Thank you for finding and choosing me.”

      “Thank you for taking me. I will finish my dinner and take a nap.” She went back to eating.

      Argo had finished his lunch and laid down a few feet away from me, licking his front claws clean. Padrick had changed into his elven clothes and had the electrical box on his lap.

      “What is that thing?” I asked.

      “It may be our ticket off this island.” He flipped a couple of switches, and a series of lights flashed at the top of the box. “However, with Octavian’s army closing in on our location, this will do us zero good.” He flipped the switches again, and the lights went out.

      When he had returned the box to the trunk and closed the lid, he met my gaze. “They will come here, and they will want to take you. Do not surrender right away, but, unfortunately, you will go with them.”

      “Why not surrender right away then?”

      “You need to give them the illusion you’re giving in out of desperation, because you feel you have no choice.” He stood up and walked over to the remaining deer carcass. “For now, we hunker down. Let’s get a little fire going and tan this hide.”

      I gathered some fallen branches and snapped them into smaller pieces, while Padrick stacked the wood into a nice burn pile and then gave the go-ahead to light them up. I didn’t even have to think about Traian before sparks shot from my hands like a torch, lighting the wood into a blaze within seconds.

      Getting my fire going seemed easier and easier, but could I control it better next time I kissed Traian? Would I be able to make love to him again without blasting him into the next country? Would I even get another chance?

      The more I thought about it, the more visible the path before me became. Silence fell around me as my mind analyzed my next step. Too much time had gone by since I had last seen Traian, either physically or in spirit. Padrick had a good point. We needed to infiltrate my father’s compound, which meant Octavian’s scoundrels had to take me prisoner. I would play the game, let them believe they could capture me and block my powers.

      But what if they really can?

      Octavian had taken my blood and his army of black witches could brew a nasty potion that would weaken me. Then what?

      When I looked up from the fire, I found Padrick, Argo, and Storm staring at me intently—all standing less than a foot away.

      How did they get so close without me noticing?

      I saw Padrick’s mouth move, but I couldn’t hear him. He raised his hand and knocked on an invisible wall surrounding me.

      I hadn’t even realized I had erected a shield.
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      I stood up and dropped the invisible barrier the next moment. “Sorry, I didn’t know I had done that. It wasn’t on purpose.”

      Padrick nodded approvingly. “You just might survive the darkness to come.”

      “You and your crazy little stunts. Although, I can sympathize.” Storm yawned and turned her back as she padded back to the rock she’d taken residence on. “You should teach me how to do that sometime.”

      The thought of teaching a cat, especially her, seemed preposterous.

      “Your power frightens me sometime.” Argo nudged my neck with his nose.

      “Didn’t mean to.”

      “I know. But I’m glad you can protect yourself.”

      I scratched under his neck. “What about you? How can you protect yourself?”

      Argo stepped back and gave me the biggest dragon smile.

      “Don’t you dare blast me with fire,” I warned and backed up.

      “Who said anything about fire?”

      The next moment. he completely vanished.

      Padrick’s eyes widened. Even Storm turned her head in the direction where Argo had been a second before.

      I stared at the empty spot in disbelief. “What just happened?”

      Pop!

      Argo stood next to me. “Pretty… what’s the word you use?...‘cool’, huh?”

      “How did you do that?” I patted the top of his head to make sure it really was him and not some figment of my imagination.

      Padrick looked at me expectantly.

      “What?” I raised my shoulders.

      “How did he do that?” he asked.

      “Can’t you hear his thoughts?”

      “Not unless you open your mind.”

      “But you could hear him before, Storm too.”

      “That is when you had your mind wide open.” Padrick waved toward Storm. “I could hear both of them. But since we arrived here and started training in mental blocking, you’ve closed your mind, which is a good thing.”

      “But you can still…” I closed my mouth and focused the rest of the sentence into a thought. “Talk to me.”

      “Yes. But that is because you’ve opened a communication channel, not because I can read your thoughts.” He nodded and smiled. “This is good. Very good.”

      I turned back to Argo. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      The dragon gave the side of his belly a scratch with one of his hind legs. “Easy.” He disappeared again for two seconds and popped back, still scratching away. “I wish to not be seen, and my scales blend in with the surroundings.”

      “Do it again.”

      He vanished once more, but this time, I reached forward until I touched one of the spikes on his head, yet I couldn’t see it. This must be how it felt when I had my barrier up—there was something solid, but they couldn’t see through it.

      “So cool.” I found the side of his face.

      Argo materialized before me. “It’s a handy trick. My mother and father passed this gift to me.”

      “They could disappear too?”

      “No, their combined magic created this ability in me.”

      Dragons continued to fascinate me with each passing day. For a moment, I had an oh-my-god-I-have-a-dragon burst of excitement. How my boring little life in Seattle had changed in the last three months. I had mated with a vampire, gained an elf for a best friend, found a dragon and cat for companions, I could talk to creatures using my thoughts, and I had the ability to use some of the elements to protect myself. If only my mother and sister could see me now.

      I mean my sister and niece. Oh, who am I kidding?

      Gloria would always be my mother. She raised me, nursed me back to health after every surgery, and protected me like a mama bear.  Stella was my sister, even though she hated me.

      Does she still hate me? I hadn’t thought about the hurtful words she’d said at my funeral for a while now, but they still stung.

      A hot nose sniffing my face brought me back into the forest of Drage øy.

      “You need to rest while you can.”

      I turned to my dragon and leaned my head against his. He was right. I needed to get as much rest as I could before the storm hit.

      “Okay.”

      I pulled the hood of my tunic over my head and curled up next to him by the fire. Argo wrapped his wing around me in a warm cocoon.

      My thoughts immediately went to Traian. I would see him soon, but what state would I find him in?
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      “I’m not swallowing a stone.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I might differ from most strigoi, but I’m not ready to test my stomach’s ability to hold down anything other than blood.”

      “I’m telling you it’s completely safe.” Padrick held his palm out. On it were two white stones he’d pulled out of his special pouch where he kept magic potions, crystals, and other elvish things. “I need to be able to track you once they take you.”

      He’d explained several times the purpose of the milk quartz. The stone only grew in Gia Temple in Transpatia. It grew in pairs, and when harvested, the priestess separated and blessed the two. If someone swallowed one of the stones, an elf could always find it with the second one and intuitive vision. An elf had to possess the other stone for the process to work.

      Padrick had told me all this, but I had my doubts.

      “Okay, let’s say I can keep it in. Don’t you think one of Octavian’s witch bitches could find it?” I waved a hand around my abdomen. “And what do you think they will do to take it out?”

      “They won’t. This is elven magic. No one can find it except me.”

      “Ugh… I don’t like it.”

      “Take one of the damn stones.” He shoved his hand at me. “We’re running out of time.”

      Before I could do anything, a massive explosion rocked the island, knocking us to our knees.

      Argo roared, letting out a long tongue of fire that singed a black band across the green grass in the stone circle we’d taken refuge in for the last thirty-six hours. Storm, who had been curled up on the flat rock, jumped down into a crouch, hissing.

      The surrounding trees cracked and snapped as the ground rumbled violently.

      Padrick had closed his palm just in time to keep the stones from falling.

      “They’re here,” he said.

      A second blast send an avalanche of snow and rocks tumbling down the mountain. Then came another explosion. And another.

      All of us were being thrown around like little toys made of cheap plastic. The only thing that didn’t move was the stone circle. Each megalith stood tall and unmoving.

      I crawled over to Storm and pull her under me. “I got you, baby.” I held her to my chest. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Argo kept spitting fire with each blast we felt. He gripped the ground with the talons on his feet and the tips of his wings.

      “I will tear those imbeciles into shreds for destroying this beautiful place!” He roared loudly. “I will kill them and feed them to the sharks.”

      “Your time will come, dragon. Right now, you must keep calm,” Padrick told him.

      We rode the waves of blasts. Rock rained all around us outside the circle, but we were protected. Eventually, the shaking stopped. An eerie silence filled the air as the dust settled. No one uttered a word, out loud or mentally, and I dared not move. All of us stood frozen in place, wondering what would come next.

      We didn’t have to wait long.

      Hisssssssssssssss

      I scanned our surroundings with my witch’s eye to determine where the noise was coming from. It came from everywhere. I could hear it in my mind and with my ears.

      Padrick caught my witch’s gaze. I quickly raised an invisible wall around us. I didn’t know why I hadn’t done that earlier.

      “We’re being attacked telepathically.” Padrick sighed as soon as I sealed us in my tiny mental cocoon. “They’re looking for you.”

      “Do you think they know about Argo?” I glanced at my dragon.

      “It doesn’t matter.” The elf shook his head as he slowly steadied himself into a crouch. He held out his hand, opening his fist to reveal the two white stones. “For the love of all things sacred, please take the damn stone.”

      At this point, I didn’t feel like I had much choice. I needed to reveal myself to our enemy before they obliterated the entire island.

      My heart ached at the loss of wildlife that had already resulted from this attack. Their deaths served no purpose.

      “Fuck this,” I muttered and tossed the stone back as if it were an aspirin.

      I waited for my gut to clench and my gag reflex to kick in, but nothing happened. It was like my body had absorbed the tiny rock just as easily as if it had been blood.

      Does this mean I might eat normal food too? I shook the thought away because there was no time.

      A hot nose tickled the back of my neck. I turned to find Argo standing right behind me… I hadn’t even heard him move this close. His sad eyes stared at me.

      “We must say goodbye. I don’t want you to leave, but if I don’t let you go, we will all die here.” He stepped forward and wrapped his front legs around my shoulders. “I will come for you. We will get you and your mate out. I promise this much.”

      “I know you will.” I let myself be pulled into his embrace and pressed my cheek against his warm neck. “I hate leaving you too. Perfect your flying. Take care of Storm. And listen to Padrick.”

      “I will.”

      My body shook as the gravity of what I was about to do settled in. Weeks had passed since we arrived on the island. Despite all my training, I was no more ready to face my doom now than I had been the first day I stepped on the island’s icy shores.

      Argo held me tighter. His wings wrapped around me. I wasn’t ready to let him go—not yet. Never. This world of magic had taken away everyone I loved in my human life, but it had brought me the most wonderful creatures. That made leaving them now even harder.

      I gave Argo one more squeeze and loosened my embrace. He pulled back and met my gaze for a moment before we leaned in, touching forehead to forehead.

      “We won’t fail you, and when I see you again, I’ll be strong enough to carry you.”

      I nodded and kissed the soft, warm spot between his nostrils. “See you soon, friend.”

      Padrick had been pacing awkwardly in the small space I’d confined us in. Now he threw his arms around me.

      “I hate this,” he mumbled against the top of my head. “You’re so young and new to everything. I feel like I haven’t taught you enough.”

      “You have.” I pressed my cheek against his solid chest. The sound of his elvish heart in a rhythm of three thumps always calmed my anxiety. “I hope your stone works and doesn’t get me or Traian killed.”

      “He won’t kill you. Not yet, at least. You’re too valuable to his agenda.”

      Agenda? What is my father’s plan? I’d never given much thought to what he had schemed. Sure, he wanted my powers, but he couldn’t steal them from me, could he?

      I pulled back to look up into Padrick’s eyes. “Can Octavian do magic?”

      “No, but his witches can.”

      “Can they take away my powers?”

      Padrick sighed. “Temporarily, yes, but not for long. You are a strigoi and can regenerate. They would have to drain you of your blood first, so you couldn’t do so quickly.”

      I shuddered at the thought and then saw the memory of Traian laying naked on a silver table, being bled slowly and painfully, silver knives and needles holding his veins open that would otherwise have closed in seconds. Would Octavian do that to his only daughter?

      Probably. I shook my head. “What is his plan then? What is he after?”

      Padrick rested his hands on my shoulders. “No one really knows. He’s obsessed with immortality. He also hates anything alien or Atlantis related.”

      “Why? He didn’t seem to mind using their technology.” I recalled the screens on the chopper used to transport me from Romania to Africa.

      The ground shook silently underneath us, as my barrier had blocked out any sound. Our time was up.

      “I’d better go.” I gave Padrick one more hug. “Find me before it’s too late.”

      I pulled off my tunic and unlaced the boots.

      “What are you doing?” His blond brows scrunched together.

      “I’m not letting these fall into the wrong hands.” I dropped the leather leggings into the pile of clothing at my feet. “We’ll need them when we go to Transpatia, right?”

      Padrick nodded. “Good thinking.”

      I stepped to the edge, preparing to do something I hadn’t done before—open my barrier so I could exit and then close it again to protect my companions while I made my way to the beach.

      A soft paw patted my naked shin. I didn’t have to look down to know it was my cat. I closed my eyes and crouched down, gathering her into my arms and burying my face in her silky gray fur.

      “I hope you weren’t going to leave me yet again without saying goodbye.” She purred in my ear.

      “You care that much?”

      “Has immortality killed a few of your brain cells? Of course, I care. I chose you, did I not?” She licked my forehead.

      “Yeah, but you know how cats are.”

      “How are they?”

      The ground shook again.

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Fine. Go find your loverboy. We’ll come and get you as soon as lizard boy can fly us off the island. Now go before they destroy us all.”

      I gave her a soft squeeze. “I love your grumpy little fur butt. Take care of the boys.”

      I set her down and pressed my hands together, my fingertips pointing away from my body. Just as if I would part a curtain, I leaned into the barrier, my hands sinking into the invisible wall as if it were made of foam. I imagined an opening forming as I pressed my hands out and slipped through to the other side, letting the portal seal on its own behind me.

      The moment I stepped outside my protective circle, the hissing sound returned in full force. A few explosions echoed on the other side of the ridge, but they weren’t nearly as powerful as they had been the day before.

      I stole one last glance at my little magic family and blew them a kiss. I knew that my protection barrier would keep them safe for a while. Then I turned and raced through the collapsed forest, leaping over fallen trees and rubble from the landslide.

      I followed the source of the hissing. Gray clouds hung low, covering the mountains and tops of the few standing trees that remained. I scanned for wildlife, but only a few rodents hiding in tunnels below the forest’s surface remained.

      All this death because my father wants me back under his control.

      Had I known this would happen, I would have swum out to the witch bitch and let her have her way with me, if that would have spared the beautiful island. What would humans say about the damage? The seismic activity from the explosions and the landslides must have caught their attention.

      I noted that the temperature had gone up as I climbed the foggy mountain. Though it took a lot more to sweat as a strigoi, I could feel beads of perspiration forming on my brows. At first, I thought the clouds covering the mountains was just fog, but as I moved through it, I discovered it was steam. Sulfuric vents opened here and there as I clambered up the ridge.

      The bombs had awoken an ancient volcano. The ring of mountains around the forest valley was actually an old caldera. And my friends were sitting right in the middle.
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      I paused and leaned against a hot boulder on the side of the mountain, my bare skin burning at the contact. Closing my eyes, I focused my mind on the three life forms at the center of the caldera. This was difficult, as the heat and quaking ground interfered with my ability to track their force, but I found Argo.

      “You’re in the middle of a volcano and it’s about to blow. Get the hell out of there as quickly as you can. I’m dropping the barrier now and will lead them out to the opposite side of the island while you guys escape on the south side.”

      “I suspected this,” Argo replied. “Molten earth does not bother me. I will protect the others. Worry not.”

      I severed the mental connection, dropped the protective wall from around my friends, and then hurried up the rest of the mountain until I reached the peak and descended on the other side. Everything rumbled, sending loose rocks down toward the beach. My skin bubbled from the heat. Had I been human, I would have been dead by now.

      I couldn’t wait to get down to the water to cool off.

      My body felt sluggish and my legs slowed. I stumbled several times, falling on all fours. Eventually, I came out of the steam clouds and could finally see the dark blue sea a few hundred yards down.

      The shoreline looked much different from it had the last time I’d stood here only a couple days before, but the air was cooler here. My skin mended itself from the burns. I scanned the water, searching for the submarines, but dark gray clouds hovered over the surface of the sea.

      I could feel something out there, though. Someone watched me from afar.

      The ground continued to shake at random intervals. If this volcano blew, humans would come crawling. I hoped that Argo and the rest of my friends would get out before they were noticed. The sooner I got off this island and into my enemy’s possession, the sooner my companions could flee to safety.

      I reached the edge of the water and shouted, “I’m here! You’ve taken everything from me, so you might as well take me too.”

      The rippling waves of the sea drowned out my voice. I prepared myself to shout again, when the thick fog parted, revealing three gray military battleships. At first, I thought they belonged to humans—until I caught sight of the rotund, balding man standing on the deck of the ship in the middle. His sparkling blue robes fluttered in the wind, giving him the appearance of importance.

      At least it’s not witch bitch. Although I was sure she wasn’t far behind.

      The side of the ship opened, and a small unmanned boat came out, bobbing over the water. It slowly moved toward the shore as if remote-controlled.

      “Get on the boat and put the cuffs on. If you don’t, I’ll blow up the rest of the island, along with your cat, the dragon, and that devious elf.” Octavian’s words reached my strigoi ears loud and clear.

      To drive his point further, four missile launchers on each of the three ships turned toward the mountains behind me.

      “Very unnecessary, unless you want to blow us all up.” I jabbed my thumb behind me. “In case you haven’t noticed, that’s a volcano, and it’s about to go ‘boom’.”

      Octavian said nothing, but the guns didn’t change their position either.

      The small boat stopped about twenty feet from the shore. I dove into the water and swam to it. When I climbed over the back side where the motor was located, I saw the set of silver handcuffs laying on the bench in the middle of the boat. Reluctantly, I put them on. The moment the silver touched my skin, the device locked into place, blue arcs of light encasing my wrists and blocking my current of energy.

      I closed my eyes and turned my thoughts toward the man I longed to see again.

      I’m coming for you, Traian.

       

      To be continued…
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