
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Witch’s Chalice

    

    




      
        Melania Tolan

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Melania Tolan

      Cover by Andrew Dobell www.creativeedgestudios.co.uk

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To Mitzu

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Melania Tolan

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I never thought I’d go to my own funeral. But here I lay in the black casket lined in plush red velvet with my hands folded over my chest. Everybody present at the service had zero clue I was very much alive.

      Technically, I was dead. I didn’t have a heartbeat and my skin held no warmth. I didn’t have to breathe. However, my mind worked a hundred times faster than before, and I was hungry all the time… but couldn’t have normal food. For now, I survived on a pure blood diet. This didn’t seem fair, as Traian—the person who’d turned me and who I loved—ate human food just fine, along with blood. There were lots of logistics to being undead I still needed to figure out.

      First on the list: get through this funeral.

      Traian stood in the back, behind one of the potted trees. No one could see him or was aware of his presence, I could feel him standing there even with my eyes closed. Padrick, whom I’ve always known as ‘Professor Perry,’ but has turned out to be an ancient elf, sat with my mom, offering her comfort. Mom and the rest of the humans were oblivious to the glimmer he used as a disguise. Stella, my sister, sat next to Mom, fuming.

      Why is she so pissed?

      I turned my attention to probably the most important person in my life. Mindy wept quietly, a few rows back. All these heightened senses were maddening. The layers of wood, foam, and velvet of my coffin weren’t thick enough to mute the sounds the human ear couldn’t pick up. I could even taste her salty tears. My heart may be unbeating, but the pain of my best friend broke it into a thousand pieces. My death had caused those who loved me an immense amount of hurt, but I couldn’t do anything about it except just lay there and pretend to be dead. This whole funeral thing seemed absolutely crazy.

      I counted twenty beating hearts inside the room. Yes, twenty people had come to my funeral. That was more than I had expected. There were a handful of students, my old boss, Carol, and a few of the nurses and doctors who had taken care of me over the years. My mom and Stella, sitting next to Perry, were the only blood family present. Though, I regarded Mindy as my soul sister.

      Mournful music played in the background. This wasn’t what I would’ve chosen for my funeral, but Mr. Black, the lawyer who’d handled my affairs, had arranged the service for me long before I even knew I would die on the street next to the cemetery where my grandmother was buried. He’d also known Grandma Grace.

      Everyone here thought I had committed suicide. That couldn’t be farther from the truth, but I couldn’t prove it to any of them.

      What had happened in the cemetery twenty-four hours before still seemed pretty incredible. I’d never experienced so much power coursing through my body. Nor had I ever seen so many different creatures from the fantasy realm in my life. My entire world had been rocked, shaken sideways, and dumped upside down. What I had once thought normal vanished, and my new reality had set in.

      The funeral director came up to the front, next to my coffin.

      “We are gathered together as friends and family of those who loved Miss Everly Greene. Today we celebrate a beautiful life gone too soon.”

      On and on, he droned for about ten minutes, but it felt more like ten hours. When he had finished talking, Mindy stepped forward and read a poem she’d written.

       A flower so beautiful and delicate

      A life cut too short and words spoken too late

      She lived with a smile on her face

      She filled our lives with warmth and grace

      Her body may have been weak

      But her spirit soared higher than a mountain peak

      She lived each day like it was her last

      Her time with us went too fast

      I am lucky to have called her ‘friend’

      And known her until the very end

      She might be gone

      But her legacy and light will live on

       

      I could feel my eyes tearing up. Crap. I can’t cry. That would be a dead giveaway I wasn’t totally dead.

      The funeral director returned to the front of the room and invited everyone to form a line and pay their respects to my body.

      Don’t cry.

      My mind raced to find something that would make me feel anything but sad and guilty. The image of Aidra, the woman who’d almost killed me, filled the back of my eyelids, and just like that, I went from weepy to pissy. That redheaded bitch was responsible for this mess.

      I focused on her face as I listened to each person say something nice about me, two feet from my body.

      The stories and sweet little details, shared from my multiple stays in the hospital to the few times I took part in school events during my childhood, surprised me. Two former nurses, along with Dr. Hansen and a bunch of other people I had encountered in my short life, had nothing but kind things to say.

      Some of the highlight had been how I handled difficult procedures like a champ, still turned assignments on time despite being in the hospital, insisting on joining my eighth-grade class volunteering at the soup kitchen the week of Thanksgiving even though I had just had surgery the week before. The tales continued. I hadn’t remembered them like that. From my point of view, I’d only tried to fit in and be normal as possible.

      As all my acquaintances filed through, they continued into the next room, where the reception would take place. There’s always food at funerals. I could smell the different dishes: pancakes, bacon, potatoes, and toast—all my favorite foods of my favorite meal of the day. Sadness threatened to overwhelm me. Of all things, I didn’t think food would be at the top of the list of what I would miss. The aromas wafted into the chapel and almost covered the smell of the hot, pumping blood in the humans in the room. Almost.

      A shift in the air drew my focus to a particular person. Stella approached the casket, cutting off my wallowing in self-pity. I could feel the heat of her stare on my body. But then she turned around and stormed out of the room. Mom called after her, but she never returned. After a moment of hesitation, Mom approached instead.

      “I miss you.” Her voice cracked. She sniffled, blew into a tissue, and then regained her composure. “I hope God will forgive you for your sin, Everly. You should never have moved into that cursed apartment. You should have never visited your grandmother’s grave. Evil has latched onto you as it did on to her long ago. I hope your soul can be saved.”

      She paused for a few minutes. Her breath quivered as she took out another tissue.

      “I love you. No matter what, no matter how you and I came together. I love you, and that will never change.” She brushed my cold hand with her warm fingers and shuffled out of the room.

      Down the hall, a bathroom door opened. My hypersensitive ears could hear her sobs the other humans in the building never noticed.

      My heart broke. But her words felt odd.

      What did she mean by ‘how you and I came together’?

      Mindy approached a few minutes later. Her voice was steady, but sorrow dripped off every word. “I am so heartbroken. How can I go on without you? You were my best friend. You were my sister from another mister.” She paused. “I will find a way. But I will never be the same. I love you, Everly, forever. I hope you come haunt me.”

      When she left my casket and didn’t go to the reception, instead exiting the building, I almost got up and ran after her, but I couldn’t. Thanks to the Heme Patch that Traian had slapped on my shoulder, I couldn’t move for the next hour, maybe two depending on how my new metabolism processed the drug.

      The Heme Patch paralyzed a strigoi, the Romanian version of a vampire, for a certain amount of time. Once the body metabolized the drug, it developed an antidote, and the Heme Patch could never be used again. Therefore, it was used only at funerals for those fortunate, or unfortunate, enough to come back from the dead. The strigoi had to pretend to be dead, but a newly-made vampire needed blood; a roomful of hot-blooded humans weeping over the dead could be a dangerous situation for all involved. Therefore, the Heme Patch.

      Perry, I mean Padrick, approached and whispered so quietly only I could hear him. “You are the strongest patient, the smartest student, and the most compassionate person I have ever known. It has been an honor to watch you grow into the beautiful, strong young lady you are today. I will miss you, the human you. But I know what is coming, and I’m equally excited and terrified to see what you will become. I will see you in Romania, my dear.” He touched my hand and left.

      He went into the bathroom where my mom was, hugged her, and stayed with her until she could regain her composure. Footsteps approached my coffin a few minutes later. Even though my eyes were closed, I knew who those footsteps belonged to.

      “I hate you for leaving me. I hate you even in death.” Stella’s words carried daggers and sharp edges on every sound she pronounced. “I hate you for what you have done to Mom. I hope you rot in hell for the damage you’ve caused to my family. If you hadn’t been born, Dad would still be here, Mom would be happy, and we wouldn’t be so fucking poor. I hate you.”

      I lay there, stunned. I had not expected this from my sister. Yes, we’d had our differences and arguments growing up. We hadn’t always gotten along. But she’d always been there for me. She’d always told me she loved me when we saw each other. I didn’t understand why she was so angry. I had died, yet she hated me.

      How is that possible?

      The room finally emptied, and I lay there waiting for the next charade I’d need to perform before we could leave for Romania. The funeral home folks were supposed to come close the coffin and carry me to the cemetery.

      But then I felt him standing right next to me.

      A cool hand brushed mine. “Hello, my darling. I know this is hard for you, but I’m here. I won’t let you go through this alone. I love you.”

      And then, just like that, Traian vanished, and I was alone for the first time in twenty-four hours.

      I love you. Those words rung in my ears. Did he really? Maybe it was all the confusion of transitioning to undead, but I’d felt a coolness about him since I’d woken up in the morgue. I relished the quiet for a while, finally having a moment to sort out the bizarre events that had befallen me. I lay in my casket and enjoyed the silence—although it wasn’t total quiet, because I could hear all the muted conversations in the other room.

      “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Greene. Everly was just a bright light dimmed too soon.” One of the nurses comforted my mother. “I’m blessed to have known her.”

      I drew my attention to the far corner of the room, where three of my microbiology classmates huddled with Jen, my lab partner.

      “You think she was so unhappy that she opted to ruin that poor truck driver’s life by standing in the middle of the road?”

      I recognized the speaker as the guy who always sat behind Jen and me in class and lab. I’d never noticed him before—until today.

      How dare he? He didn’t know me.

      Jen let out a sob. “She was always happy. The happiest person I’ve ever met. You would never have known she suffered from so many physical ailments.”

      “That’s probably why she did it. It’s those overly cheerful people you need to watch out for.” A second guy to Jen’s left spoke. I didn’t know his voice.

      A third guy interjected, “The coroner's report did say lightning struck her, remember? She probably had no idea what happened when she stepped out in front of that truck. Kind of odd that her funeral is twenty-four hours right after she died, don’t you think?”

      “Good evening, lady and gentlemen. Thank you for coming and supporting your classmate’s family in this difficult time,” Perry interrupted the conversation. “There are school counselors available if you need help to process this terrible loss. And I’m here, too, if needed.”

      Of course, Perry had to interfere. And it will take me a while to get used to calling him Padrick.

      His hearing was just as good as mine. Part of me felt grateful that he had nipped it in the bud, but another part of me wondered what else they thought. I listened in on others’ conversations. The words “suicide” and “mental illness” popped up now and then, but the subject always changed quickly. Most of the older adults felt too uncomfortable discussing such dark subjects.

      Who would’ve thought I would be aware of everything happening at my funeral?

      My quiet respite was short-lived, as four men came into the room. One of them was Perry, the other three worked at the funeral home. Perry closed the casket, sealing me in my prison box. Then they hauled me off to the hearse.

      Thirty minutes later, we were at Lake View Cemetery. I wished I could just open my eyes and see what the place looked like. Twenty-four hours before, it had been a cemetery, but then I’d made a huge crater in it. I was surprised they were even letting me be buried here. Traian and Perry had worked some of their magic and closed the big hole in the ground, thank goodness.

      The news story went that there had been a huge lightning strike at the cemetery, which had caused the damage to the grounds and possibly screwed up my brain cells, causing me to run into the road, right into the path of a transport truck.

      But Traian, Perry, and I knew the truth.

      I still couldn’t believe I had been capable of creating so much damage. Piddly little me, with all my medical issues and weak heart, had channeled enough electricity from the sky to knock out the power for an entire neighborhood and create a minor crater. It still seemed unreal.

      And so did being in a casket.

      The door opened to the hearse, and once again my casket was being moved, this time to my final resting place—at least that’s what everyone thought. But I knew what would happen next. Soon my Heme Patch would wear out, and I’d be able to move again. Once I was completely buried, and the hole was covered, I would have to break through the casket and emerge from the ground. You know, like rise from the dead, Night of the Living Dead kind of shit.

      The whole thing seemed so cliché, but Traian, Perry, and Mr. Black had assured me I had to do this if I would survive my new form of existence. And if I had already survived the incident in the cemetery, and getting hit by a truck, and coming back from the dead in the morgue, then I would do my best to do this last ritual.

      A handful of people had gathered around the hole in the ground next to my grandmother’s grave. Even though I was sealed in a black box, I could tell where I was from the sounds echoing from the trees and tombstones. I also could hear my mother crying. My sister stood next to Mom, still fuming mad. The angry pheromones dripped off her body like sweat would in triple-digit temperatures. Mindy was there, too… she still wept quietly at the back of the small gathering.

      The minister, who was my mom’s pastor, said a few words and read several Bible verses. Then they lowered me into the ground. Someone tossed a handful of dirt and a flower on my casket, and then slowly, one by one, people left. The last person remaining was my mother.

      “Rest in peace, my darling. I love you. I loved you as one of my own.”

      Her words rang inside my head over and over. She loved me as one of her own? What does that mean?

      I didn’t have much time to think about it, because a few minutes after she left, the workers from the cemetery filled up my grave. Each thump of earth over me sent new waves of fear through my body. And I still couldn’t move.

      I’m going to die. Again.
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      Seconds ticked away into minutes, and then dragged on into hours. It seemed like maybe a whole day had gone by when I finally felt my pinky wiggle. Then my toe twitched, a knee jerked, and my eyes popped open. I was not sitting in the dark—I could see the outline of the satin lining the casket.

      I hated to break this beautiful plush bed, but I wanted to get the hell out of the ground.

      The desire, the need to rise up, drove me to madness, almost as much as my thirst for blood. With one strike, my fist went right through the top of the casket, bringing earth raining down on me. With both hands, I ripped the hole open enough for me to crawl out, and I started to dig faster through the dirt. I didn't have to worry about breathing because I didn’t need oxygen. The soft, moist soil coated my entire body. Parts of my dress ripped as I crawled through the six feet, five-point-three inches of dirt and rock.

      Finally, my right fist broke through the sod that had been laid over my grave. The rest of my body followed. I flew out and fell to my knees, gasping for air that I didn't really need.

      It was nighttime. The cemetery was empty except for the three people who knew my secret. On the tombstone across from my grandmother's sat Perry and Mr. Black. Traian paced back and forth to the right of the grave.

      He rushed to me, pulling my muddied body to his. “Thank the gods. I almost thought you weren’t going to rise.”

      “I'm okay,” I panted. “I'm okay. Really. But oh my God, I'm so thirsty.”

      Suddenly, the only heartbeat that pounded in the graveyard came to my awareness.

      My eyes shot over to Mr. Black. I could see the vein pulsing in his neck, and the fire in my throat burned even hotter.

      Traian gripped my head and turned me to face him. “You know better. I have food for you, don't worry.”

      Perry tossed me a bag of blood, which I caught one-handed without ever tracking it with my eyes, as if I were some star baseball player. I'd never played a sport in my life, for obvious reasons.

      In two seconds, I had drained the last drop of blood. This would do for now. At least I didn't feel the urge to rip Mr. Black open for a snack.

      God, how am I going to survive in a world of humans with this kind of craziness?

      I turned to Perry. “I thought I wasn’t going to see you until Romania, Mr. Perry?”

      A small dimple formed on his right cheek as he smirked. “Well, my expertise was needed here, just in case things didn’t go according to legend.”

      I cocked my head at Traian.

      He shrugged. “He has magic that could have helped if you had not risen.”

      I could feel the frustration and anger boiling under his cool façade.

      “Also, you should call me Padrick,” The elf added. “Perry is only my human name, and I will no longer be needing it.”

      “Sorry, it will take a while before I get used to that.” I scanned the cemetery.

      A small crater still indented the ground about a hundred feet away. Yellow caution tape encircled the perimeter. The area looked nothing like the post-apocalyptic scene from the previous night.

      “Okay, folks, now that this part is done, we need to continue with the rest of the plan.” Mr. Black jumped off the tombstone and came over. In his hand, he had some papers and a little package.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “These are your new papers. Basically, your identification. The top one is your death certificate. The next one is a list of your account numbers for banks and other assets. And the final one is basically your certificate of strigoi.”

      “You serious?” I couldn't believe my ears. They have identification for magical creatures?

      “Yes, we are all labeled. Just like silly humans,” Padrick spoke. “Thanks to the benevolent Octavian.”

      Traian muttered a curse. I wanted to ask who Octavian was. Could he be the evil mastermind behind the graveyard attack?

      “This box,” Mr. Black continued, “is from your grandmother. The first of many packages you will be receiving in the next few years. As she planned.”

      “Grandma must've thought of everything.” I took the package in my hand. “How did she know all this?”

      “Your grandmother was a witch. A human witch, but a witch nonetheless,” Padrick chimed in.

      Traian remained quiet through this whole ordeal, except for the occasional mumbling of expletives under his breath.

      “Well, you ought to get to the airport soon. The plane is waiting.” Mr. Black strode back to the gravestone he’d been sitting on before and picked up his briefcase.

      Suddenly, a bright pair of lights illuminated the graveyard, then came the sound like a tractor starting.

      I glanced over my shoulder. A backhoe driven by a man moved toward us.

      “What the hell is that?”

      Traian answered, “He's going to exhume your casket and the soil around. You must live in your coffin for the next seven years and continue to connect with the soil you were buried in. If you survive that, then you can become like me: a living strigoi, able to walk in the daylight.”

      No one had mentioned this before. My goodness, I was learning new things every damn second.

      “Sleep in my casket? Like Dracula did in the movies?”

      “Sadly, that is the one thing Hollywood did get right,” Traian responded.

      A fancy black limousine pulled up to the curb.

      Before I got in, I turned back to Grandmother Grace’s gravestone. “Grandma. You won’t believe what has happened. I have to go, but I’ll be back.” Then I glanced at my own tombstone.

      
        
        Everly Grace Greene

        October 31, 1998- March 21, 2018

      

      

      That’s all it said. No “Loving daughter,” or “Gone too soon,” or any kind of sentimental nonsense.

      I sighed.

      Traian came to my side and took my dirty hand in his. He led me away from my grave to the waiting car. We got in and headed to the airport. Padrick stayed behind to supervise the retrieval of my casket and the earth around it.

      At the airport, a private jet waited for us. Traian rushed me inside and pushed me into a small bathroom. As soon as the door closed behind him, his lips were on mine.

      I gasped. This was the first time he’d kissed me since I’d awakened in the morgue the night before. His lips moving against my mouth sent my whole body into shudders. A plethora of emotions battled inside me, confusing my mind.

      And then I started to crackle. Little sparks of electricity arced across my skin.

      Shit, not this again.

      Traian pulled away, looking at me with eyes open. “You still have the gift.”

      “This isn't a gift. It's a curse.”

      “No, it is a gift. This is why I am taking you to Romania. I know people who can help you, teach you how to channel this energy.”

      I touched my grandmother's cross, and the buzzing subsided, the little sparks of electricity disappeared, and I felt normal again. As normal as one can after they've died, woken up in a morgue, gone to their own funeral, gotten buried, and then emerged from the ground like a zombie in a horror flick.

      “Here are some clothes for you. You can change and wash up.” He pointed to the bag hanging on the back of the door. “We have about twenty minutes before your casket and earth arrive. Please make yourself comfortable.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “I will be waiting for you in the lounge.”

      I missed his presence the moment he left and shut the door. I sat down on the toilet lid and cradled my head in my hands. Tears tickled the floodgates, but I held them back and ignored the aching I felt in my soul.

      Do I have a soul anymore?

      It didn’t matter right then. All I wanted was to curl up on my bed, wrap the poofy comforter around my body, and snuggle with Storm.

      Storm!

      Who would take care of my fur baby?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I gasped at my image in the mirror. The lifelong scars that had decorated my torso appeared like angry red welts against my pale skin. Apparently, the myth about blemishes disappearing once you became a vampire was just that: a myth.

      I emerged from the bathroom on the plane clad in black slacks, a navy sweater tunic, and the most comfortable pair of ankle leather boots my feet had ever worn. I slid into an open seat by the window and tried not to appear as gloomy as I felt inside.

      Traian stood in the doorway of the cockpit, talking to the pilots, and then I heard some beeping. I turned my attention outside, to the delivery approaching the plane.

      “What's in there?” I asked as Traian came over to sit across from me.

      He glanced out the window. “That would be your casket and the earth from around it.”

      “Why do we need the dirt from around my casket?”

      “Because that's how it works, Everly. I didn’t make these rules. But if you do not have the earth you were buried in around you, your body will start decomposing very quickly. I have seen it.”

      I thought about it for a minute. Being undead kept getting more complicated with each passing minute. It would take a while to understand this whole magic thing, but after what I had seen in the graveyard and what had happened so far, I'd be stupid not to believe it. Everything must be questioned, though. I needed to know why these certain traditions were in place. What did they mean? And had it really been necessary for me to crawl out of the ground?

      Mr. Black climbed onboard the plane, and the flight attendant closed the door and sealed us in. We sat down, and she served Mr. Black a glass of champagne and gave a glass of wine to Traian. Lastly, she offered me a glass of blood.

      Within thirty minutes, we were in the air, soaring high above Seattle. I peered out the window, looking at the twinkling lights below. I could see the Space Needle and all the tall skyscrapers surrounding my old apartment building. And then I caught sight of the brick structure nestled a block from the train station. This was the first time I'd ever flown. It was also the first time I'd ever left Seattle. A rush of excitement nearly had me jumping out of my chair.

      I turned to Traian. “I can’t believe I'm going to Europe!” My sudden change in mood had me reeling.

      Traian calmly looked up from his glass to meet my eyes. “We're finally going home.”

      Home? A sudden sadness overtook me crushing the excitement. Seattle is my home. Why can’t I stay in Seattle?

      I already knew the answer to that, though. Something to do with my magic getting out of control and the fact that people would recognize me. That would make quite the news story. My enthusiasm dwindled, but I kept my smile plastered on. I tried not to think of Mindy or my mom—that life was over. The sooner I moved on, the better it would be for everyone.

      But, damn, this roller coaster of emotions was too much.

      I held up my glass of blood. “To going home. My new home.”

      Traian tipped his head and raised his glass halfway before returning his attention past the window.

      Conversation didn’t seem likely to occur, so I relaxed back in my chair and considered all the things that had happened since Wednesday night. All my thoughts boiled down to one—my sister.

      Stella had said she hated me. That left a very bitter taste in my mouth. It wasn’t something I could drink away with a glass of blood or push aside with thoughts of something else. No, her anger really bothered me, but there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn't explain to her what had happened. Communication with people I loved wasn’t an option. I glanced over at Traian. He was my family now. He was all I had. Padrick would be there, too. At least I’d have two friendly faces.

      As we reached cruising altitude, I pulled the package that Mr. Black had given me onto my lap. I peeked over my shoulder at him.

      He sat in the far corner of the plane, going through files and tapping away on his laptop. Ever the lawyer. Working for the undead and magical must keep him quite busy.

      I turned my attention to the brown package in my hands. Within a split second, I’d sliced the paper tape and opened the lid. Inside was a hunter green journal that featured the same cross symbol that was on the back of the cross pendant I wore and the old journal that had mysteriously appeared a week ago.

      At the thought of the apartment, my mind again went to Storm. Padrick had said he would take care of her, and I trusted him. I wondered if taking care of her meant finding her a new home—she didn't really like him. That wasn’t my problem, though. I hoped she gave him hell.

      When I opened the journal, a piece of paper fell out. I picked up the folded note. It was written by my grandmother.

      Dear Everly,

      If you are reading this, you have already died and returned as an immortal. I am so proud of you for doing what you needed to do to protect those you love. I'm also sorry that I led you in the way of harm by standing in the road. That was not my intention. There was no other way to turn you immortal in a manner plausible enough to make humans think you had died.

      I know they're going to believe that you committed suicide and that you were disturbed. Child, let them think what they want to think. It will protect you in the future. Also know that I am very well aware of your sister’s anger. It's going to take her a while before she comes around. Just give her time and try not to contact her. It will only cause more anger.

      Now, chances are you're reading this on an airplane headed to Romania. My darling, please know that Romania is a dangerous country. There is evil lurking deep in those mountains and valleys. But the evil there is nothing compared to the malice that will come from the South. He's going to come for you, Everly. Prepare yourself. Learn your magic. Learn from the crone. Listen to Padrick.

      But most of all, open your heart to Traian and let him love you. You need his love in order to survive what is to come. I wish I could say that everything will end well, but I can’t. Your hardest time is yet to come. I wish I could tell you more, but that would completely alter what is to happen. I love you, my child. Read my journals and learn.

      Love,

      “Grandma” Grace

      I wasn’t sure what to make of this note. She spoke so cryptically. I glanced up at Traian. He was reading through some papers that Mr. Black had handed him. He must have felt my attention, because he looked up.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “No.”

      And then the paper I was holding caught on fire.

      Mr. Black was prepared with a towel to snuff out the flames. I dropped the journal to the floor. It fell open, but there were no words on the page.

      “Did she tell you that was going to happen, too?” I asked, staring at the book at my feet.

      Mr. Black nodded.

      Great.

      I had hoped to reread the note so I could make some sense of what she had said. Now I was hesitant to handle Grandma’s journal, for fear I’d accidentally catch it on fire too. Traian saw my distress and picked the journal up himself.

      “I’ll put it with your things.”

      Later in the flight, the attendant brought some food for Traian and Mr. Black. Oh, how the melted butter on the bread called out to me. I reached across the table and took a piece of toast, my favorite comfort food, and took a bite. Instantly, I retched. Then all the contents of my stomach came out, blood and pieces of undigested toast, right onto the floor and the attendant’s perfectly polished pumps.

      “Oh my God. I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry,” I kept repeating.

      “It's all right, we have carpet cleaner.” She smiled sympathetically at me and handed me a towel to clean myself up with.

      I turned to Traian. “Why can't I eat?”

      He gave me a steely look. “Because you are not ready to eat.” He dropped his gaze back to the paper he was reading.

      “You eat.”

      “Yes, I do, but it's because I'm a living strigoi. I've done the required time in my casket. I have paid my penance, and now I can walk among the living,” he explained without looking up.

      His coolness rubbed me the wrong way, but I tempered my anger and thought about my casket for a moment.

      “I have to sleep in my coffin every night?” Can we both fit in there? Ugh, would he even want too?

      Traian nodded. “It's the way it is. That's why I chose a comfortable one. You cannot change your casket until you've completed the required seven years.”

      He never mentioned joining me. Nor did I ask.

      Ugh, who wants to sleep in a coffin for seven years? Alone?
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      We flew through the night and part of the next day, only stopping once somewhere in Virginia to fuel up before heading across the ocean. When I became sleepy, Traian took me down into the cargo bay, where the big steel box I’d seen being loaded in Seattle sat. He pressed a code into a keypad, and the top slid open. I peered over the side. Nestled in the dirt inside lay my coffin. But the lid looked new.

      “What happened to the hole I created?”

      “We had the lid replaced.” Traian motioned to a set of stairs that popped out of the side of the box. “Climb in and rest. Don’t fight the sleep.”

      I didn’t have a choice. My eyelids kept getting heavier.

      “I thought vampires didn’t sleep.”

      “Another myth.” Traian opened the coffin. “As a new strigoi, you will need to sleep during daylight hours and the dark moon period.”

      I remembered the images of Dracula crawling out of his casket in an old black and white film. Apparently, that Hollywood myth was also true.

      The heaviness of my body convinced me to climb the steps and hop into the open coffin. As soon as I laid down, my eyes shut, and I was out.

      This was my first sleep as an undead. No dreams, though—just pure, deep blackness. When I opened my eyes again, we had landed in Romania, right after sundown.

      This was where Mr. Black departed ways with us.

      “Good luck, Everly.” He shook my hand. “May our paths cross again.”

      Traian shook hands with him too, and then Mr. Black got into a dark sedan. After he was gone, a sleek, black limousine picked us up and took us out of the city. We drove until daybreak. The limousine’s dark, tinted windows kept the sun’s rays out. As a new vampire, or strigoi, I could not be exposed to sunlight. That myth was also true, sort of.

      With the rising sun, drowsiness set in. I’d drift in and out, then come to and peer out the windows.

      We were deep in the mountains now. Tall, snowy crags jetted up into the clouds above like the skyscrapers I had grown up with in Seattle. The driver pulled off the main highway onto a snow plowed road that dead-ended into the side of a mountain. The limousine stopped.

      Traian gave me a heavy cloak to cover my body and head, and long black gloves.

      “To protect you from the sun's rays,” he told me.

      I glanced up at the skies. The layer of gray seemed thick enough to keep the sun out.

      “The clouds will shift, and we’re not taking any chances.” Traian answered my unspoken question.

      From where the limousine had stopped, we hiked the narrow path up the mountain. The sun peeked through the clouds for brief moments, casting a muted light across the valleys and mountain peaks. This was the first time I’d been in the mountains. The crisp air, the mighty gusts rolling through, and the towering cliffs cleared all the chaos inside my head and drowsiness from my body. I stopped to enjoy nature’s stunning show, but Traian hurried me inside a small rock opening. A few feet past the entrance stood a man, a strigoi, with a massive gun-like machine in his hand. He set it down and bowed deeply to Traian.

      “Cornell.” Traian embraced the man. “I have missed you, brother.”

      “And I you,” the man replied.

      Cornell turned toward me, his eyes wide. “This is her?”

      Traian nodded. “Yes.”

      Do I see a hint of sadness in his eyes?

      Cornell stepped up to me and extended his hand. Reluctantly, I took it. He gave me a firm shake.

      “Welcome, Everly. I am Cornell, and I am at your service.”

      “Thank you.” I bowed slightly.

      “We must keep moving.” Traian took my hand and pulled me deeper into the mountain just as a solid rock rolled across the entrance, sending us into darkness.

      We walked through a labyrinth of tunnels. Every few turns, we’d come up to a dead end. Cornell would wave his hand to the side, and a keypad would appear. He’d enter a code, and the rock would slide out of our way, revealing another tunnel.

      Eventually we came to a large cavern. Cornell continued through the massive room, going to the right, and disappeared through a passageway.

      I gasped at the size of the room…A commercial-sized jet could easily fit inside. The area was divided into different sections, and in the middle, couches and easy chairs were arranged to form an amphitheater. At the center, a roaring fire blazed, giving the space warmth. To the right stood four long tables and chairs. The swinging doors next to the farthest table revealed a kitchen. I could smell the human man inside, working a large clump of dough. His blood raced through his body from the exertion.

      I swallowed hard and turned to the left, looking for something to distract me. On the opposite side of the dining area, an arena filled up the rest of the space. Weapons lined the walls, many appearing to be different forms of medieval armaments. At the center of this area, splatters of blood and other fluids had stained the stone floor over the years. My eyes noticed the conch shell embedded in the wall furthest from us.

      “This is our training area,” Traian said. “Here, we learn to fight different creatures so we can survive. The center is our main meeting space. Over here is the dining area, and behind that curtain is the kitchen. This room is our common area.”

      He just had to draw my attention back to the kitchen. The burn in my throat escalated so quickly, I had to clamp a hand over my mouth.

      Traian realized my pain and turned me away from the kitchen, toward an opening at the far end of the cave. “Through there is our quarters… our personal rooms.” He pushed me along.

      The tunnel was large enough to fit an elephant or some other massive animal. Right before we stepped through, I turned my head and gazed up.

      “What's up there?” I covered my mouth again.

      “An old entrance into this cave.”

      I was about to ask more questions, when I noticed several people were gathering inside the big common room.

      A woman stepped forward. “Taking her away so soon?”

      Her brown hair fell over her shoulders in loose ringlets that bounced as if she had walked off the set of a shampoo commercial. Black leather pants and a matching top highlighted her slim body with the right amount of curvy frame. A sheathed blade hung on her belt, and a gun was holstered on the other side. Her red eyes focused on me for a moment before she threw herself into Traian's arms.

      He embraced her with as much warmth as he had Cornell.

      The woman pulled back and placed both her hands on Traian's face. “Sire, I thought we had lost you. Welcome back.”

      Traian bent his head and kissed her cheek. “It is good to see you, Rodica.”

      A pang of jealousy lashed through my body. Who is this woman? Why is she so familiar with my man? And why am I so jealous? He’s the one who’s been giving me the cold shoulder.

      Rodica turned toward me and smiled. “Let me see what all the fuss is about.”

      Her hand was an inch away from my chin, when Traian let out a low growl.

      Her face got serious, and she shrugged. “Come on, Traian, I was just joking.”

      “This woman is under my personal protection. You will show her the same respect you show me.” He squared his shoulders and made eye contact with all his subjects present. “That applies to all of you.”

      “Does that mean you have claimed her as a mate?” Rodica asked.

      Traian nodded. The warmth he’d shown her earlier had vanished and been replaced with coolness.

      She eyed me reluctantly. “Yet you have not bedded her?”

      I could feel the anger boiling right under my skin.

      “I’m standing right here,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Traian grabbed Rodica by her throat and lifted her a full two feet off the ground. “My bedroom activities are none of your concern. But know this: Everly has as much authority in this place as I do. If you cannot follow these orders, you must leave now.” He set her back down on the ground.

      Rodica rubbed her neck. “Geez, being in hiding for twenty years has made you a bit testy. You don’t have to question my allegiance to you.” She glanced over to me. “In the five hundred years we’ve been together, I’ve never once disobeyed you, Sire.”

      She walked away, her chin up and shoulders back. As she left, two men came in, carrying the box that contained my coffin and cemetery dirt.

      “Where do you want us to place this?” one of them asked.

      Another faint trace of human scent wafted under my nose. This one came from behind me. I sensed the girl down the wide tunnel to the left, at the far end, inside a large room. She had a wet rag in one hand and a bucket of dirty, soapy water in the other. And she was headed our way. My nostrils flared as I moved into a crouch, ready to pounce on the approaching prey.

      “You’re hungry.” Traian placed a hand on my shoulders. “Let’s go into the kitchen and get you some blood before you accidentally kill my warm-blooded staff.”

      He led me to the kitchen through a small opening in the wall by the dining tables. Everything had a military, industrial feel, with all the stainless-steel counters, appliances, and shelves. The man that had been there earlier was gone, but I could still smell him. Traian opened a huge cooler full of pouches of blood.

      “Whenever you get hungry, come here and help yourself. The blood needs to be warmed, or your body will refuse the nutrition.” He pointed to the rectangular appliance sitting on the counter across from the fridge. “That’s a microwave right there. Pop the bag in, close the door, and push this button here. In thirty seconds, it will be ready.”

      “I know how to operate a microwave, Traian.”

      “I wanted you to know exactly how long to heat it. If you push any other button, the bag may explode, and that would mean wasted blood.”

      When the microwave beeped, Traian poured the crimson fluid into a white mug that humans would normally use to hold coffee. I tipped the cup back and drained the warm liquid in one gulp. The effects were nearly instant. The burning in my throat subsided, and I didn’t feel compelled to chase down every human in the caves and chomp on their neck.

      Traian took the mug from my hand, rinsed it, and placed it in the dishwasher. Next, he took me to a different part of the cave. Many tunnels branched from the main cavern. The passageway next to the kitchen led to a room filled with screens, four desks, and metal cabinets lining the walls. Cornell sat behind a huge monitor that displayed camera feeds from both inside the cave and outside. I could see a snowstorm raged over the mountains from one of the screens.

      “This is our command center. Here we have our security system and weapons, ready to go in case of an emergency.” Three other men sitting behind monitors nodded at Traian and me.

      Cornell stood up, holding a tablet. “I need to scan her hand.”

      Traian motioned for me to place my palm at the center of the green-lit screen. When Cornell was satisfied with the result, we left the room.

      Down through the cave passages we walked. Traian showed me all the different rooms for the coven members. The humans had their own hallway.

      The Carpatian Coven had five members: Rodica, Cornell, Marius, Odeta, and Nicolai. There were ten strigoi and five human servants that served as security and maintenance staff. All were well cared for. The rooms were comfortably furnished, with inviting furniture, amenities, and state-of-the-art entertainment systems.

      After he showed me their rooms, we came back into the main cavern and went through the large tunnel Traian had tried to take me through before Rodica had stopped us. It opened into a beautiful room where a crystalline lake extended out like a gleaming mirror, half the size of a football field. On the left side of the shore, I noted a door. Traian pulled me in that direction. Next to the entrance stood a hand scanner.

      “Place your hand here, please.”

      I did as he asked. A green light lit the screen, the device beeped, and the door unlatched. Traian and I stepped into a large room.

      I glanced at the stark furniture. A massive fourposter bed was at one end, and a wardrobe on the opposite side of the room. Next to the wardrobe, stood a desk in the far-left corner, and a stool and cello. To the right, there was another door.

      Traian led me through there, into a smaller room where my casket sat on a huge pile of dirt. Next to the door stood a solid wood armoire.

      “This is your room,” he said. “You must live next to me, so I can keep track of your progression into immortality.”

      “Progression into immortality? I thought I was already immortal.”

      “My love, you have a way to go before achieving immortality.” Traian took my hand. “Yes, you are not dead right now, but you could easily be killed with a stake through the heart or a knife through your neck. Detaching your head wouldn't take much.”

      “What about you? Can you be killed?”

      “Same with you. But to be fatal, they would have to dismember my body and burn it, in addition to a plain stake through the heart. If they only detach my head, my body will continue to fight until I find my head and reattach it.”

      I burst out laughing at the image of his decapitated body fumbling around, looking for its head. How monster family-ish. I moved to be next to my casket and grabbed a pile of dirt, only to let it fall between my fingers. “How does this work? What are you supposed to do with this stuff?”

      “We arrange the soil around your coffin to simulate the grave you were buried in. The soil must touch the casket, but it doesn't have to cover the top. Nutrients from the soil will permeate through the sides of your coffin and into your body every time you sleep, helping you regenerate.”

      A wave of lethargy washed over me. “When will this sleepy thing go away?”

      “Your body is adjusting to its new systems and the new time zone. It will take years, but eventually, you won’t need but a few hours to regenerate. As you get older, and once you’ve survived these initial years, you will require less and less sleep.” He pulled open the top of the coffin. “You need to rest. Take a nap. We’ll talk more later.”

      A commotion coming from the main area of the cavern caught our attention. Traian pushed me behind him as a man popped around the corner.
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      Cornell, Rodica, and a few other coven members came running behind Padrick, guns drawn and crossbows pointed at his vital body parts.

      Padrick smiled and held his hands up. In one hand, he had a small crate. “I have a delivery for the miss and I think she needs this.”

      I pushed around Traian and ran to Padrick. He unlatched the crate door as I reached him. Storm jumped out of the cage, onto my shoulder, and rubbed her little head against my cheek.

      “My baby,” I murmured, cuddling her body with my hands. “I missed you so much.”

      Storm broke into a rumble of purrs.

      Everyone except for Padrick and Traian froze, staring at the cat as if they hadn’t seen a feline before. I ignored them and turned to the elf.

      “Thank you.” I reached one arm up and over his shoulder to draw him into a hug. “This is the best gift you could ever have given me.”

      Padrick returned the half embrace one-armed. “My pleasure. You two belong together.”

      I pulled away just enough to look into his eyes. “How did you get her to come with you?”

      “Magic.” He winked.

      “That’s enough. Everly needs her sleep,” Traian interrupted, coming to stand by me.

      I stepped back, my eyes heavy. “Whoa.” The room seemed to tilt to the right.

      Both Traian’s and Padrick’s arms shot up to stabilize my body.

      “Stop touching my mate,” Traian growled.

      Padrick tightened his hold of my waist. “Has she chosen you yet?”

      What the heck is he doing?

      “Guys! I’m standing right here.” I pushed away from them. “And I need to go to bed.”

      “Everyone, back to your stations,” Traian commanded. “And you.” He turned to Padrick. “Wait for me in my office. We have much to discuss.”

      Office? Traian never showed me his office on the grand tour.

      Everyone left promptly except for Traian. He came to stand toe-to-toe with me, his hand scratching the top of Storm’s head.

      “Go to sleep, Everly. Your body needs it.” His free hand cupped my chin, tipping my head back enough to place his lips on mine.

      I could feel the familiar buzzing starting in my hands and traveling up my arms. But the moment he ended the caress, my body settled down. I really needed to sleep, but I had to know one thing.

      “What does this ‘mate’ nonsense mean?” I asked.

      Storm leapt onto Traian’s shoulder as he spoke. “Long ago, I mated with a woman. An elf.”

      “Evelina.”

      He nodded. “When elves mate, they do so for life.”

      “But she died.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you chose another mate?”

      The same sadness I’d seen earlier flashed through his eyes. “Yes, then I met Eva.”

      “And you’re still in love with her?”

      Traian’s face morphed into a scowl. “Is that what you think?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’ve only been in love with her longer than I’ve been alive.”

      I scanned the room, searching for a place to sit, because my body felt like lead. The only place was the edge of my coffin. I was going to have to work on decorating my room.

      “Yes, but you are the one and only now.”

      “Am I now…” I sat on the edge of the satin-lined box. “What does Padrick mean, I need to choose you?”

      “Same as you would choose the human you want to marry and spend the rest of your life with, except in the strigoi world, life can last for thousands of years, so you must choose well.”

      “Are you hoping I choose you?”

      Of course, everything inside me had already picked him, but I didn’t need to let him know that just yet. Jeez, what is wrong with me? I hoped that this back and forth of my emotions was just a part of my body adjusting to being dead. Or undead. Whatever.

      Traian came over and sat down next to me and took my hand. “Yes, but we have more important things to figure out right now. You and I have plenty of time. There is no reason to rush.”

      Storm jumped back to my shoulder.

      I wanted to discuss this further, but my body had other plans for me. “Okay, well, I need to sleep.” I yawned.

      “That you do.” Traian kissed my forehead. “I’ll see you in a few hours, my love.” He stood and left, leaving me to my thoughts.

      With Storm in my arms, the world felt right again. Sort of. At least we were back together. She was the one connection to my human life. Storm had chosen me when I still breathed, when my heart still beat. I set her inside the plush padding of my coffin and laid down. She curled up next to my face and purred. I closed my eyes.

      As I drifted to sleep, I thought of my mother and Stella. What I wouldn’t give to have them show up at my apartment for an impromptu dinner. Or have my mother fussing over my medical appointments and meals…and I would give my left arm just to hug Mindy one more time. But at least I had Storm. With half-open eyes, I took my grandmother’s cross off and hooked it to Storm’s collar.

      I don’t know why I did that, but it felt right.

      I woke up not knowing how long I had slept. There were eerie lights inside my cave room and Traian appeared by my side the next moment. Storm jumped onto his shoulder and purred.

      “Little princess.” Traian scratched behind her ears.

      I sat up and looked at the ceiling of the cave. “What are those?” I pointed to the little lights above.

      Traian followed my gaze. “Those are fire rocks. They get charged with light and then release that energy during certain periods of time. They provide a nice ambience, no?”

      “They look like red stars.”

      “That they do.”

      My stomach growled loudly.

      Traian chuckled. “Let's get you some food.” And by food he meant blood.

      He gave me privacy to change and waited for me out by the lake. A black skirt and red corset hung on the outside of the armoire, which I slipped into within seconds. As I followed him out to the common area, questions poured out of me like a river.

      “How long do I have to survive on blood? And how much blood should I be drinking a day? When can I start eating like you? Also, how long did I sleep?” And I stopped myself there.

      Traian opened a can of cat food for Storm. She jumped onto the counter and ate with such gusto that I felt bad she hadn't been offered food before she climbed into the coffin with me.

      “Your body will adjust eventually, but right now, you need to drink as much blood as possible to keep from disintegrating.” Traian responded. “And you slept four and a half hours.”

      He grabbed a pouch of blood and placed it in the microwave, like had he had shown me previously. Today, he poured the red, steaming drink into a black mug, and I sipped on it as if it were tea. Just kidding. I downed that crap like a shot of whiskey. Not that I’ve ever had a shot of whiskey, but I’ve seen how it’s done on TV.

      With my hunger settled, I suddenly felt the need to sit by the fire in the common area, and the next thing I knew, that’s where I was standing.

      “Whoa. How did I get here so fast?” I glanced around. Traian was right behind me. “Did you do that?”

      “No. That’s another thing you will have to get used to. You have superior speed now. Though, for a new strigoi, you have greater speed than I’ve seen before.”

      I sat down on the couch nearest the fire. That's when my hands started buzzing.

      No. No. Aw crap.

      I reached inside tunic to grab my grandmother's cross but remembered that I had given it to Storm. As if she knew I was thinking of her, Storm jumped up on the back of the couch and curled up next to me. The buzzing subsided in my hands, and I felt like I could relax.

      “Did I sleep long enough?” I asked Traian.

      “No.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “No. You should still be sleeping, until sundown.”

      Great, even in death, I’m a freak. “Is there one thing that is normal about me?”

      Traian was about to say something, when Rodica popped in out of nowhere. She sat on the couch across from us and pursed her lips.

      “Well, how was your little nap, fledgling?”

      “Rodica.” Traian had warning in his voice.

      “What? She is a fledgling. She's not even twenty-four hours old. Oh, I'm sorry, forty-eight hours.” Rodica shrugged.

      From my shoulder, Storm let out a hiss.

      “It's okay, Storm,” I said.

      Rodica scowled at the little kitten, and that pissed me off. Instantly, the buzzing in my hands returned in full force. I gripped both sides of the cushion just to keep from leaping over the fire and ripping into her throat. Where are these vehement feelings coming from? I'd never been a violent person, nor did I have the strength to be aggressive.

      A burnt smell tickled my nose. I looked down. The couch on either side of my thigh was on fire.
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      Storm jumped off and hid behind Traian while I sprang to my feet, staring at my hands in disbelief. On both palms, white-silver flames danced angrily. Several people had run into the room to see what was burning, but now everyone cowered from me, except for Traian.

      “Oh my God!” I glanced up at him. “Do something, please.”

      Before he could respond, Padrick entered the room and was at my side in a flash.

      “Darling, you need to take a deep breath and blow it out of your mouth very slowly.” He placed a warm hand on my shoulder. “Follow my lead. Breathe in. One. Two. Three. Four. Hold it for one. Two. Three. Four. Release for one. Two. Three. Four. And repeat.”

      I focused on the calming energy coming from Padrick’s hand touching me and listened to his voice. The silver flames died down to just a few sparks after four rounds of breaths.

      “There you go. Good job. Let's do it again.”

      I took another deep breath, but got pissed again, and the flames shot up three feet above me.

      “Okay, how about you think of this rock right here? Yes, the rock that you're standing on. Imagine roots growing from your feet and spreading deep into the rock with each breath. You are a tall tree, grounded to this mountain. The mountain protects you and keeps you safe.”

      Padrick put both of his hands on my shoulders and massaged my knotted muscles. I heard Traian growling on the other side of the burning couch.

      Two of the coven members arrived with fire extinguishers and put the blaze out in a matter of seconds. I just continued to focus on Padrick's voice, and his hands on my shoulders. The muscles in my back relaxed, and I slowly felt the inferno inside me die down. The flames snuffed from my hands, and my palms returned to their normal, pale appearance.

      “Good job, my darling. You did great. We need to keep practicing these grounding techniques.” Padrick squeezed my shoulders.

      The next moment, Traian was by my side. “Get your filthy hands off my mate.”

      And just like that, the buzzing came right back. I didn’t have to look at my hands to know that white arcs of electricity crackled across my palms.

      Rodica cackled. “After nearly twenty years of dullness, we finally get some real entertainment.”

      Traian glanced between her and Padrick, conflicted on who to attack first.

      I turned to my love and placed a cautious palm on his chest. As I moved, Padrick released my shoulders. Somewhere deep inside, I found enough self-control and trust in myself not to set Traian’s clothes on fire or blast him across the room.

      “Traian, it's not worth it. Can we retreat to our quarters? I think I need to cool off in the lake.” I took his hand. The buzzing in my skin had subsided to a low hum. I turned to Padrick. “Thank you. I thought I was going to explode. If you hadn't been here, I don't know what would've happened.”

      “And that is why I'm here.” He looked up at Traian before meeting my gaze. “Eva planned this. She knew you would have trouble controlling your powers, and that, if left unchecked, it would attract unwanted attention from our enemy. This is something your new coven does not understand.” Those last few words, he nearly spit out.

      “It doesn't matter if they don't understand. I do. Now I must go and dip in that cold water. My body craves it.”

      “Listen to your body, then,” Padrick said. “I will be outside the cave getting some air. This place is full of death, and I've had enough of the stench.” He gave Rodica and Traian a glare, and then disappeared down one of the many tunnels branching away from the main cavern.

      Traian and I walked to the lake room. Storm padded next to me and then found a rock perch next to the underground lake. With no one around except for Traian, I felt the burning need to take all my clothes off. I dropped the black skirt and petticoat I wore underneath, before unbuttoning the red top and unhooking the front of the uncomfortable corset that someone had laid out for me to wear that morning. I slipped out of the soft shoes next. Finally, all that was left on me was a pair of black, lacy underwear.

      Completely topless, I looked down at my scar. A strange light glowed underneath each spiral of mangled flesh and then disappeared.

      “Beautiful creature,” Traian whispered, his hand tracing the different paths the scalpels had made over the years.

      I took his hand and placed it on my hip, right where the lacy part touched my skin. “Did you pick these out for me?”

      The redness in his eyes flared, and I could feel the desire pulsing through his body.

      “Yes,” he responded in a raspy voice.

      I took his other hand and placed it on my other hip. “Well, then you will have to have the pleasure of removing them.”

      In an instant, his lips were on me. Goodness, this probably isn’t a good idea, after what happened in the common room.

      I couldn't believe the hypersensitivity inside my body and how every place he touched me lit up like fireworks. When I was a human, I could feel every cell coming alive at his caress, but now I could feel every single particle inside me humming and singing, as if beckoning him to come closer.

      Traian kissed me hard and deep for once, like I'd always wanted him to. His lips traveled to my neck, then down, down, down… My hands cradled his face for one moment.

      Without warning, a blast of energy spiked through my body, and I felt it release through my hands.

      The next second, Traian lay flat on his back, two palm prints singed on either side of his cheeks.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God. Did I just… I'm so sorry, Traian. I just wanted you to make love to me and…” I felt the sobs coming. “And. And I hurt you.”

      I jumped into the water. I didn’t know how to swim, but I dove to the deepest part of the lake anyway, and let myself sink to the bottom, which was only four yards. All I wanted to do was hide. Hide from Traian. Hide from everyone.

      God, why can’t I just kiss the man I love? Why can’t I just make love to him? Why can’t I just be a normal strigoi, without powers?

      The more I delved into self-pity, the stronger the ground shook under my body. The ringing inside my ears grew to an unbearable pitch. Huge boulders fell into the water, creating a little fortress around my body. A large, flat rock fell over the top, sealing me inside my watery grave.

      Did I just do that, too? Mercy, my powers were getting more out of control. First, the couch and fire. Then I burned Traian. Now I've crashed the cave ceiling over me. What other damage have I done?

      Through the ringing inside my head, I heard Traian crying out, “Everly, Everly, are you okay?”

      I sensed hands attempting to reach between the rocks to get at my body.

      “Go away,” I yelled, but the water muffled my voice. “Let me be. Before I kill you all.”

      There, at the bottom of the lake, inside a deep cave in the mountains of Romania, I stayed for a long time. The cool water calmed the raging fire under my skin, and the rocks around me grounded the restless, scared spirit inside me.

      I needed some quiet space away from everyone to think. I knew something needed to change. I just didn’t know what.
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      I eventually came out of my water cave, when I knew nobody was going to be on the shore. My water-logged skin returned to normal right before my eyes as I stepped onto the banks of the lake.

      How strange.

      I shook off the weird feeling and turned my attention to the shore.

      On a rock next to the lake sat a plush robe and a large folded towel with a pair of slippers. The clothes I had discarded had been removed from the ground. As I dried off, I realized I wasn't alone. On one of the little cliffs near the door into our room sat Storm. Her eyes glowed in the darkness like two blue pinpricks. Even from this distance, I sensed her scowl. The only other light came from the crystal spheres mounted on either side of the opening into the lake cave.

      I finished drying off, put the robe on, and slid my feet into the soft slippers. I could feel every single fiber bend and conform to the shape of my foot. They felt like I was walking on mini clouds. I also enjoyed the softness of the chenille robe touching my skin.

      None of my hypersensitivity had died down while inside my self-made cave. It still amazed me that when I took a breath, I could smell all the different minerals in the rocks and the water around me.

      I made my way around to the door to our quarters and prepared myself for a good kitty scolding. Before I reached Storm, I heard soft music drifting through the thick rock walls of the cave, the vibrations deep and low as they floated over the air.

      I closed my eyes and listened. The haunting melody moved slowly. With each note, I could feel my body pulsating to match the vibration of the sound.

      Storm jumped off the rock and sat at my feet. She narrowed her eyes at me, as if to dare me to argue with her.

      “I know,” I whispered. “But I needed my space.”

      She didn’t comment.

      I sighed. “Suppose we should go in.”

      I placed my hand on the sensor. A green light scanned my palm, and then the door opened. Storm slipped inside before me, and the door closed behind us.

      The music came full blast now. Traian sat in the corner, playing the cello with his eyes closed. He never acknowledged us entering the room. Observing him play was like watching something between an art and magic show.  The way his hands moved across the cello’s neck made me wish I was the instrument itself. His face softened and tightened as the melody rose and fell, and the palm-shaped burn marks had disappeared from his smooth cheeks.

      I had no idea that Traian had such a deep love for music, or that he could play the cello with so much power, yet refrain from crushing the wooden instrument into a pulp. When the music stopped, I couldn't help but feel sad.

      His eyes opened and widened as he became aware of our presence.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      “I don't know. Maybe a minute or two.”

      Storm headed over to him and rubbed up against his leg and the bottom part of the cello.

      “How are you feeling?” He stood up and placed the instrument back in its stand.

      “Better.” I tightened the belt on my robe. “Thank you for giving me space. Are you okay?” The evidence of my powers may be gone, but some scars were invisible.

      “Do not worry about me.” He hung the bow next to the cello. “Whatever you need, you only say the word, and I will do it.”

      “Thanks.” I twisted the belt end around my fingers. “I just needed some time to process everything.”

      “I will get you something to drink,” he said and left.

      I walked across the room to the next door that led into my little chamber, trying not to worry too much about Traian’s abrupt exit. Is he mad at me? I hadn’t felt anything like that coming off him, but his sudden coolness bothered me. I pushed those feelings aside and focused on my new environment.

      The pile of dirt and the coffin made the space so uninviting. If I was going to live here for the next seven years, changes would need to be made. But first, I needed to get dressed. I opened the wardrobe and peered inside.

      From the bar hung several velvety dresses in various dark shades of red, purple, green and gray. Next to the dresses hung a leather coat and matching pants. Folded jeans of various shades, several sweaters and a couple of T-shirts occupied the shelf above the hanging clothes. Numerous pairs of shoes lined the bottom of the wardrobe, including a pair of combat boots. Next to them waited a pair of lethal-looking stiletto boots.

      I’d never worn heels. All my life, I’d been so afraid that I’d break my ankles if I attempted to balance my feet on such sharp points. I also spotted several soft velvety slippers fit for a princess or a queen in a palace, but not someone who lived in a cave. There was also a pair of running sneakers. I checked different sets of shoes for size. They all fit me perfectly, as if they’d been tailored to my exact foot shape.

      At the back, behind the shoes, I noticed a wooden box decorated with beautiful etchings. Probably another pair of fancy heels. I ran a hand over the dresses and could feel the quality cut—they had been made to fit me.

      “I've never owned so many nice pieces of clothing in my life,” I muttered to Storm, who’d come over to supervise the sampling of footwear.

      “Do you like them?” Traian stood next to me, holding a steaming cup of blood.

      Even though I would've preferred a nice hot cup of tea, this would have to suffice.

      “Yes.” I took the mug from him. “Thank you. When did you get these?”

      I motioned to the garments, then sipped on the blood instead of downing it like I had in the past. Why not pretend it was a lovely blend of chamomile and lavender instead of some A-negative taken from a middle-aged man?

      “I ordered the pieces while you were sleeping on the plane. They just came in this evening. You were having your personal time at the bottom of the lake, and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “How long was I down there?”

      “About ten hours.” Traian shrugged. “You needed your time and space, and I wasn't going to stop you.”

      We sat in silence for about five minutes or so as I finished the blood. Then a brilliant idea hit me like a lightning bolt.

      “You said I can have whatever I want, right?”

      Traian nodded.

      “I would like to plant a garden around my coffin.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      I rounded the pile of dirt. “I want to get some grow lights and place them here and there.” I pointed to the corners around my casket. “They should provide enough light for the plants to grow. And they will come on only when I am not in the room, or when I am sleeping inside.”

      Traian nodded. “What a strange request, but not surprising whatsoever. Whatever you want, you shall have.”

      Just then, Padrick walked in.

      Traian looked like he was about to go for the elf’s neck, but I stopped him and placed my empty mug in his hand.

      “Give us a moment, please.” I gave Traian a quick peck on the cheek.

      He took the cup and glared at Padrick before exiting the room. I turned to the elf.

      “You can't just walk in here like you own the place.”

      “Well, the door was open, so I figured I could come in.”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed? These people could probably drain you of your elf blood before you could even scream for help.”

      Padrick laughed. “My darling, you are so naïve. I have been stuck on this side of the portal for over five thousand years and have lived with these blood-sucking fiends longer than the humans have been recording history.”

      Padrick’s words ran through my brain, categorizing every single part of his statement.

      Five thousand years. No, he was older than that. “How old are you?”

      “Why are you so obsessed with my age?”

      “I am not.” I gawked at him.

      “Yes. Remember the time in the car when I gave you a ride home? You seemed pretty concerned about my age then, almost as if you were hoping your mother would approve.” His lips curled into a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. Some things never changed with Padrick.

      “That's in your head. But yes, I wondered. You seemed way too mature for your appearance.”

      “Like you would know what maturity is,” the elf replied with annoyance in his voice.

      “Why are you here again?” I pressed my lips together.

      “I think it’s time to visit the old gypsy crone who lives in the forest on the other side of these mountains. She can help you.”

      Traian appeared in the doorway. “Absolutely not. She's not going anywhere near those people.”

      Padrick turned to him. “You think you know everything, but you don't. If Eva had wanted you to know, she would've told you, but she didn't. She chose me. I know what this girl's going to need. You’re going to have to trust me on this.”

      “They will kill her on the spot,” Traian barked.

      “Guys, I'm standing right here.” I waved my hands and looked up at Traian. “Didn’t you say on the plane that there were people here who could help me?”

      He ignored me and continued to argue with Padrick.

      Storm jumped up on the edge of my casket and, with great interest, watched the vampire and elf go back and forth.

      “We’re being watched.” Traian glanced over his shoulder as if someone might be inside our cave, spying on us.

      Padrick threw his arms up. “Everyone is being watched. It’s only a matter of time before he shows up here. And mark my words, he will come.”

      “Who will come?” I asked.

      They both ignored me as Traian responded, “I know, but I feel this is the only place I can protect her.”

      “Oh, you dead-brained fiend. You can’t protect her here. No one can protect her. She needs to learn how to control her powers. That’s her only chance of survival.”

      I was so tired of hearing the two men going on and on as if I wasn’t standing mere feet from them. No matter how many times I spoke, neither of them answered me. I could feel my frustration building, the heat rising in me.

      crackle crackle crackle

      Little arcs of electricity and sparks flew off my palms. Not this again. The energy in my hands finally drew the attention of the two arguing men.

      Padrick was at my side in an instant. “Darling, remember what we did earlier. Take a deep breath through your nose and push it out through your mouth.”

      I pushed the elf away.

      Traian kept his distance.

      Smart guy. He’d finally figured out that maintaining space between us was safer.

      “I am so sick of listening to you two argue. Ever since the graveyard, all you guys do is disagree on everything. Get a life.” I reached for Storm, who jumped into my palm. “And I’m tired of being kept in the dark. Who is this gypsy crone? Can she really help me?”

      “Everly, I don't think it's safe for you to visit the Romani Clan,” Traian said. “You are still very fragile, and I'm afraid they will hurt you.”

      “Bullshit,” I spat.

      He rolled his neck. “What if you hurt them?”

      “Now there's the truth.” I tapped my foot. “I probably can, you are rightfully concerned about that. But who are they?”

      “How about we just take a break?” Padrick held his hands up.

      “Really?” I wanted to slap that perfectly chiseled elf cheek. “You come in here and tell me that you want me to visit the gypsies, but then when I ask you about them, you want to take a break?”

      He bowed. “I want to help, but Traian is right. Maybe it’s not time, yet. I will tell you more later. Right now, I think you need to rest.”

      I was about to explode, when a wave of exhaustion washed over my body. Traian was at my side with his arm around my waist.

      “He is right.” With his other hand, he opened the coffin lid. “Sleep. We’ll work on your garden tonight.”

      “But it’s not even morning yet.” I yawned.

      “You didn’t sleep enough yesterday,” he reminded me.

      I glanced inside the coffin. The plush interior had never looked more inviting. I turned to Padrick. “Could you help me with a project?”

      “Of course, what is it?”

      “Can you get me some plants? I want to create a garden around my coffin.” I gave him a weak smile.

      He chuckled. “Why am I not surprised. What do you need?”

      “I would like some devils weed, nightshade, lavender, rosemary, belladonna, rose hips, and comfrey.” I glanced at the area around the coffin. “I’d also like materials to build a little wall around here.” I motioned around the pile of dirt. “If this is where I'm going to be living for the next seven years, I want it to look nice, like my old apartment.”

      My old apartment? I had only been gone for two—wait, three days now, and I was already calling it ‘my old apartment’? Man, things had changed so fast, I could barely wrap my head around all the newness. But if I could focus on one thing, like planting a garden, maybe it would help me adjust to my new life.

      Padrick bowed his head slightly. “You got it. I will have these when you awaken tonight.” He turned to Traian. “Think about it. She's going to need their help sooner or later. And the sooner we get her there, the faster we can figure out what she needs from us and from the earth.”

      What I need from the earth? What does that mean?

      Traian gave me a quick kiss. “Sleep well.” Then he left with Padrick.

      Seven hours later, my longest sleep to date, I changed into a pair of jeans and an emerald green, velvety tunic with intricately embroidered, long sleeves. My feet felt nice and snug in the leather boots. I felt like I was walking off the set of a vampire flick. It felt so clichéd to have these medieval-looking garments, but they looked good on me. And I kind of liked the style.

      I noted the new piece of furniture next to the wardrobe: a vanity, complete with dressing room lights around the mirror and a plush purple stool. I sat on the seat and braided my hair, staring at my brightly lit face and feeling like a celebrity.

      Traian came in with a cup of blood for me and a plate of canned cat food for Storm.

      “You look rested,” he commented.

      “Thanks.” I took the cup. “And thanks.” I pointed to the mirror.

      “You’re welcome. Is there anything you need at the moment? I have several things I must take care of this evening.” He appeared to be in a hurry.

      “Go. I’m fine. I need to get ready for when Padrick gets back.”

      “Very well. I’ll be in my office if you need anything.” Traian kissed my forehead and disappeared through the door.

      Once again, curt tone and minimal contact. Maybe he’s second-guessing his decision to turn me.

      While I sipped on my breakfast, I strolled the entire perimeter of my small room at least five hundred times and imagined where all the plants would go. In my plans, I realized that Storm would need some furniture in here, too. A cat tree and water fountain were a must. At this point, she was using a makeshift litter box that Odeta had placed in Traian’s bathroom. As much as I hated to smell cat poop, Storm needed a box in our room. Maybe with a few plants around it, the aroma wouldn’t be as strong.

      I heard Cornell long before he came in with a wheelbarrow full of stones. “Good evening, mistress.”

      The title caught me off guard. No one had called me that before.

      “Hello.” I smiled.

      “Where would you like me to put these?”

      “Over there.” I pointed to the foot of my coffin.

      Cornell dumped the stones. The clattering of the rock hitting the stone floor sent Storm hiding behind my casket. He walked out, and two more of the coven males came in with another two wheelbarrows full of rocks.

      After three trips, the pile was big enough that we could build a little stone hedge around my coffin and soon-to-be garden. The males had also brought various supplies for gardening and masonry. Traian came in pushing a cement mixer with one hand and carrying four bags of the mix in the other arm. Cornell brought in several buckets of water before everyone left except for Traian.

      “I’ve never built a wall before,” I said.

      “Worry not, I’ve built enough walls to circle the globe.” Traian ripped a bag and dumped its contents into the mixer.

      “Where did you build so many walls?”

      He poured a bucket of water and turned the mixer on. “My old village, before it was destroyed by Octavian. While a prisoner, I built walls and fortifications around his compound and satellite homes across the world.”

      “You were a prisoner?” I shuddered. Then I realized I’d heard that name before. “Who’s Octavian?”

      He watched the cement mix turn over and over as he said, mostly to himself, “I’d rather die than be his prisoner again.”

      “Who’s Octavian?” I pressed.

      Traian turned his head slightly in my direction, but never took his eyes off the machine. “He’s our worst enemy and the reason Aidra came after you.”

      “How long were you his prisoner?”

      “Most of my life.” His nares flared.

      I noted the scar above his left eye, which he always avoided talking about when I brought it up. “Did he give you that?” I reached out to touch it, but he flinched away.

      “Yes.” He began moving rocks around. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      It became very clear he still had some issues. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

      He set down the boulder and came to face me. “Octavian took everything away from me. My family, my people, my home, the love of my life, my companions, and then he tortured every last drop of humanity out of me. And now he’s interested in you.”

      I placed my hand on his arm. This time he didn’t move away.

      “He’s coming for me, isn’t he?”

      I couldn’t explain how I knew this. Something inside me, perhaps an internal warning light, had flashed, alerting me of my enemy’s presence long before I’d heard Padrick mention anything the previous morning.

      “He will.”

      “I won’t let Octavian take you,” I said.

      In a flash, Traian stood before me and took my hand. “You don’t know him. He is a monster that grows more powerful with each passing day.”

      “He doesn’t scare me.” I met his gaze.

      I spoke the truth. Everyone around me talked about him in hushed tones. I should be scared, from everything I’d heard thus far and from my encounter with Aidra, but fear was the last thing I felt when I heard Octavian’s name or thought of him. Maybe it was naivety, but he didn’t inspire the dread in me that I saw in the Carpatian coven. In fact, I felt a little tinge of anticipation. I wanted to show them what I could do—probably stupid on my part.

      “You should be afraid, Everly. No one can stop him. Not even Eva, and she was the most powerful witch in history.”

      I lifted my free hand. Tiny arcs of light popped across my palm. “But could she do this?”

      Traian closed my hand into a fist and covered it with his. “Don’t be foolish. You might have powers now, but he can just drain them, like he has from thousands of witches before you.”

      “Are you saying I’m a witch?” I cocked my head.

      His brows drew together, forming ridges above his nose. “I don’t know.”

      I sighed.

      “This wall will not build itself,” He said abruptly and released my hands. He went back to the mixer, indicating the conversation was over.

      We worked in silence. A thousand questions flew through my head, but I kept them to myself. After a while, a smooth, waist-high hedge formed in the shape of a ‘U’ around my casket, with plenty of space to plant a garden.

      After Traian was done building the wall, Padrick showed up with a cart full of all the plants I had asked him to purchase. One of the guardsmen brought in another trolley with lamps and power cables. He and Traian figured out the electrical wiring for the lights, while Padrick and I planted the flowers around my coffin. He’d picked up some other herbs I hadn’t asked for, but I didn’t mind.

      We planted the vines at the head of the coffin, so they could scale the cave wall. Scents of lavender, rosemary, thyme, and mint filled the air. When the last pot had been planted, I went into the lake room with a watering can to get water for my new garden, but not too much, as the new wall around it was still drying. When I returned to my room, the lights came on in the four corners, where they hung like street lamps.

      Seeing my vision come to life put a smile on my face.

      “One more thing.” Padrick held out a black velvet bag.

      I took the small sack and opened it. Inside were four stones. One looked milky white with an iridescent surface, another a blue-green color, also with an iridescent exterior, the next had a creamy, white tone with a columnar structure to it, and the fourth one was a familiar purple stone.

      An amethyst. I recognized that one. Mindy always used to wear a pendant of the violet stone.

      I gulped down the sudden sadness and longing that bubbled up at remembering my best friend.

      “What are these for?” I asked.

      “Protective stones to be placed at the four corners of your little garden. They will guard you while you sleep,” Padrick said. “They’re infused with elf magic.”

      “Thank you.” I gave my friend a hug and then went to every corner of the garden and placed a stone, just as he had told me to, underneath each light.

      Storm hopped onto the new wall and followed me around. “No going potty in my garden, little miss. Got it?” I gave her a treat that I had hidden in my pocket.

      She mewed and devoured the tiny morsel in a flash.

      Now that my project was complete, the restlessness returned in a fury. I felt like I needed to go for a walk. My body craved to be released in the open air.

      “So how about a little hike through the mountains?” I started for the door.

      “No!” both Traian and Padrick exclaimed and blocked my way out.

      “Why?” I stared at them incredulously.

      “It's too dangerous,” Traian said. “Have you not been listening to me?”

      “But you," I pointed to Padrick, “said it should be okay.”

      “I never said that.” The elf shook his head.

      “You said I should go meet this gypsy clan. Do they live in a cave too?”

      “No,” Traian answered, his jaw tightening.

      Padrick brushed the residual dirt from his hands onto his jeans. “I did say that you should go see them. But not yet. Soon. We’ll need to sneak you out of here.”

      “Why?” I started feeling like I was living in a prison.

      Traian lowered his voice “We’re being watched.”

      “Yeah, you said that. Let me guess, this has something to do with Octavian.” I clapped my hands together to stop the buzzing in my palms. It didn’t work.

      Padrick and Traian exchanged a brief glance before Traian responded. “Octavian has a price on my head. What happened in Seattle only upped the value, I’m afraid. Now we suspect he knows about you and will come knocking soon.”

      “I know. What I don’t understand is why? I’m nobody.”

      Padrick fake-coughed. “Your little light show back in Washington might have caught his attention.”

      “Then why bring me here?” I tossed my hands in the air.

      Traian and Padrick exchanged glances again. The elf’s pointed ear twitched.

      “Good question.” He turned to me. “This is the last place he would look for you. For the time being, that is. Which is why we need you to meet Satra soon and get that ball rolling.”

      “Who’s Satra?”

      Traian held a hand up. “Enough with the questions. All in due time. Right now, you must feed and then rest. You’ve worked hard today.”

      “Ohhhh no, you’re not playing that game with me.” I wagged my finger at him. “I’ve heard that evasive statement before, from my mother when she didn’t want to answer my question.”

      Before I could say anything else, my nose caught the scent of warm blood coming down the long hall to the lake room, carried by the human servant. Her heart pounded faster than normal in her chest. I could smell the light perspiration on her forehead and neck. The burn in my throat came so fast, I nearly leapt over Traian and Padrick to get to the door, but a soft paw on my foot stopped me cold.

      I crouched down and picked up Storm. “You’re my little savior,” I murmured.

      She let out a soft mew and rubbed her head against my neck at the level of the strongest burn in my throat. In a matter of seconds, the rabid thirst died down to a dull but controllable ache.

      First the energy in my hands, and now the bloodthirst.

      “What kind of magic are you?” I scratched her fuzzy grey head.

      “She’s your familiar,” Padrick responded. “She balances your energy.”

      “That she does. It’s a good thing I didn’t listen to you when I first found her.” I chuckled.

      “Storm had not been in the plan. Eva never mentioned a cat.” Padrick moved away from the doorway to let in the servant who carried my hot, liquid meal.

      I handed Storm to Traian and took the cup of blood from the woman. “Thank you.”

      “Cu placere,” she replied.

      “It means ‘you’re welcome’,” Traian translated.

      The woman bowed and disappeared the way she came. Padrick left shortly too, promising to come by the next day. Storm slipped out the door moments later, leaving Traian and I alone.

      “There’s nowhere to sit in here. The wall is still drying.” He motioned toward the door. Let’s go out by the lake.”

      “Good idea.”

      I followed him out into the large cavern. We found rocks to sit on next to the lake and watched the mirrored reflection in silence as I mindfully sipped my drink. That’s when it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Traian eat anything since we arrived in Romania.

      “When did you last eat?” I asked before taking another sip. I had to use at least seventy percent of my willpower not to chug down the blood in two seconds.

      “Right before you woke up.”

      “And what did you eat?”

      “Steak, potatoes, and green beans.”

      Of course. All the strigoi in the underground compound had already gone through the fledgling stage. I was the only one here who solely depended on blood. It was hard not to feel jealousy.

      I missed toast the most. And tea. And pancakes.

      I missed real food.
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      I was getting tired of being in the cave. Building a wall around my coffin and planting my garden had occupied a good portion of one day. The following day, I spent most of my time arranging my room. I added a couch, two chairs, and a bistro table. To the right of my garden, I placed a Zen fountain, much to Storm’s delight.

      Traian stopped by in the morning with my mandatory cup of blood but left with no kiss or anything. He popped in again when the furniture was delivered, then departed once again without displaying any sort of affection. This coolness between us left me feeling uneasy. Thankfully, Padrick arrived with the ingredients I’d requested and helped me make the homemade concoction of plant food that I’d made for my houseplants in Seattle.

      “What happened to my apartment?” I asked him as I added a pinch more sulfur to the murky water.

      “Well, in your will, you left the apartment to your sister,” he replied.

      “I know that, but did she actually move in?”

      “Darling, it hasn’t even been a week since you died. Things move much slower in the human world.”

      How strange to think of myself as dead. In my family’s eyes, I was truly gone. They were probably still in shock and mourning my sudden departure. And would be for a long time. For me, however, I felt like I had just run away from home and should let them know I was okay before they alerted the authorities. But I could never do that. They could never know I was still around. For them, I was gone forever.

      The cave seemed to shrink around me. I badly needed some fresh air. Since I couldn’t go out, the lake room had become my oasis. But it, too, seemed to collapse around me as I entered.

      “What’s wrong?” Padrick followed me out.

      “Something’s off, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “Everything’s off, darling.” He laughed. “The world is changing fast, especially now that you are coming into your powers.”

      “The world?” I balked. “I’m nobody, how can I affect the world?”

      “You have no idea what you are capable of. No one does. Most of your power is still hidden,” he pointed to the center of my chest, “trapped inside you. Only you can unlock it, but you must do so wisely.”

      I wanted to believe him, but had a very hard time doing so. All my life, I had struggled to live to see another day, and now I had power locked inside of me? Yet I couldn’t argue with the evidence so far.

      Blasting Traian in my apartment and the incident that had occurred at the cemetery had both happened while I was human. It didn’t stop when I died, either. I had set the couch on fire, burned Traian’s face with my hands, and then brought down a shower of boulders from the cave ceiling. Is that why Traian is keeping his distance? Is he afraid of me?

      I used my senses to make sure no one was eavesdropping on our conversation. The closest person was one of the human servants, who was cleaning the floor in the common room. Everyone else was either in their quarters or in the command room, busy with other matters…including the person I wanted to talk about.

      “I’m worried about Traian,” I whispered. “He’s not the same since we’ve been back.”

      “No one is the same since we’ve been back, darling.” Padrick paused. “Cut him some slack. He hasn’t been this much in love for twenty years, and it was five thousand years before that.”

      “You think he’s in love with me?” I stared at him.

      Padrick laughed. “Even a blind fool could see that he is. He just has an odd way of showing it.”

      Ha. He can say that again.

      I trusted Padrick, but still didn’t believe him. I knew Traian cared for me and possibly loved me. But in love with me was an entirely different matter.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow.” Padrick gave me a side-hug and placed a light kiss on my right temple. “We’re going to get through this. I promise.”

      When the elf disappeared through the tunnel back to the main cavern, I stripped down to my bare skin and swam down to the little grave I’d created at the bottom of the lake. Thankfully, I hadn’t caused any more seismic activities since. I leaned back on the hard rock bottom and looked up to the surface, watching the fractured light dance through the water.

      What a gift to be able to stay submerged underwater for long periods of time. That was the first time I realized maybe being undead wasn’t all bad.

      Sure, I had lost my family, job, and the life I’d loved, but in turn, I’d gained a few perks. I wouldn’t bleed out. I didn’t have to worry about my heart stopping—because it already had, and I’d survived. Then there were the heightened senses, which at first, I had considered a curse, but now saw their benefit.

      Despite all of this, I still craved fresh air. We were in the mountains, and I wanted to explore. However, Traian and Padrick had been annoyingly adamant that I should not leave the cave without them.

      The nights slipped by in this manner: blood breakfast with a short visit from Traian, garden tending for an hour, followed by a swim. Then I would walk through the labyrinth of tunnels. By now, I knew them like the back of my hand. Oddly, I never found anyone around. Everyone seemed busy but me.

      Rodica offered to spar with me in the training area, but Traian nipped that one in the bud before I could answer. The library was off limits—sparking hands and paper don’t mix—but Marius brought me periodicals and magazines on plants, geography, celebrity gossip, and Romanian history. Those only took an hour or two to devour—another strigoi perk.

      Boy, that would have come in handy three weeks ago when I needed to study for exams.

      With the perks came the curse as well. Every time Traian or Padrick told me what to do, my hands would start to spark. Sometimes I shot flames from them. With time, I got used to the sensation and knew when it was coming. I’d always try to find Storm or go for a walk before it got too bad. If that didn’t help, I would stick my hands into the lake. All these things reduced the potential damage. As long as I didn’t set a couch on fire or collapse the cave on us, I was doing good.

      But all this confinement had me as antsy as a kid on Christmas Eve. I needed to go outside. I needed to get out and do something fun or physical. I longed to explore the mountains I’d caught glimpses of on the car ride here. I wanted to feel the fresh air inside my lungs and climb to the top of the many peaks surrounding us. I felt like I had all this energy that needed to be unleashed physically, or else I would blow something up.

      Traian continued to keep his distance from me. He rarely touched me anymore. All the words from Padrick about him being in love with me felt like hogwash. Unfortunately, Traian seemed to continue to prove me right. Padrick also seemed to have found something to do and made himself scarce.

      Every now and then, Rodica would come by and give me a weird look that I couldn't figure out. I got the feeling she didn’t like me, and that my arrival had inconvenienced some grand plan of hers. She never spoke to me—which was just as well, as I didn’t have anything to say to her.

      One day, I asked Nicolai if I could use a computer to check my email.

      “Why? Are you expecting someone to email you?” he asked.

      “No, but I didn’t check it before I died.”

      “Bad news. The account has been deleted.” He shrugged and closed the door to the command center, where all the computers were kept.

      After a week of this, I’d reached my breaking point. If I didn’t get out, I’d either set the entire cave on fire or drain all five of the human servants of their last drop of blood. Like a caged animal, the need to run grew with every passing moment.

      The night came when everybody seemed to be busy discussing a situation. The tension amongst the coven members had reached the boiling point. I told Traian that I was going to go for my usual swim in the lake, which I fully intended to do.

      However, when I got to the lake room, I realized there was a small opening at the far end of the cave. Out of curiosity, I scaled the cave wall and made my way over to the little gap. It was small enough to squeeze my thin body through. I crawled deeper and deeper. When I took a breath in, I smelled water and fresh, cold air. This had to lead outside somewhere.

      Sure enough, an hour later, I emerged from the side of the mountain. Icy gusts swirled around me. I scanned my surroundings, trying to detect any hidden cameras. Traian’s security team had installed them throughout the mountain. I didn’t see any, though. This was my chance. The clock on my vanity had said ten pm, which meant I had plenty of time to explore. I could go for a hike without having to worry about getting burned by the sun. But could I find my way back?

      Use your senses. The soft voice that spoke in my mind almost sounded like mine, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “You’re right,” I whispered and closed my eyes.

      With my hypersensitive smell, I detected the scents around this particular hole. Snow, dirt, granite, calcium, burnt wood, lavender, rosemary, mint, frankincense, and cat—all the smells of me, Storm, and Traian.

      I'd never been to the mountains and ever gone hiking. I'd lived in the city all my life, and a good portion of that life was spent in the hospital. But something inside me, this instinct that I wasn't used to having, clicked inside my mind. I knew I could trace back to this place from anywhere. I opened my eyes and gazed up at the looming peaks above me. The urge to scale the cliffs as fast as I could pulled me forward. I didn’t hold back.

      Climb that mountain, girlfriend!

      I ran at full speed all the way to the top, through the snow and tumbling rocks, until I got to the summit. There, on the very edge of the cliff, I stood and surveyed the half-moonlit mountains around me. Traian was right. Romania was beautiful. This place looked like something from an epic fantasy novel. The mountains seemed to reach forever into the sky, and the valleys seemed so low, with the lakes and little dots of animals foraging around for new spring growth hidden under the last layers of winter snow.

      And then I heard her.

      ‘Come to me, old daughter of my spirit. Come to me. Your destiny awaits.’

      My head turned instinctively toward the sound of the wind that carried her voice. In my heart, I felt a familiar hum. My spirit woke up, as if from a long winter’s sleep. I breathed in and smelled the ice, hearth, and herbs—something I had never smelled before.

      Just as a predator tracks its prey, I followed the scents over the mountain peaks, down into the valley, and through the forest, further and further away from the cave.

      When I reached the woodland, I slowed down. The mountain snow had disappeared, revealing dirt, partly-mulched leaves, and exposed tree roots. I’d never been in a forest alone at night, but the hum of the woods felt like a balm to my soul. The rich, earthy scent of the old-growth forest was downright euphoric.

      Mist filled the spaces between the trees ahead, blocking my vision, but I knew that just beyond that heavy fog was the woman who had called me.

      I bet that woman is the gypsy crone Padrick mentioned.

      As I cautiously moved forward, I felt as if I had walked right through a wall of energy. The hairs on my body stood straight up. All my cells felt electrified for two seconds, and then I felt normal again.

      I crept forward ever so slowly until I felt beings closing in on all sides.

      Humans.

      No, they were only human-like. They were some kind of creature, but I couldn't tell what. Some, at least, had a human form, while others took that of an animal. At my left were two wolves; on my right, two bears closed. In front of me stood a man so tall he could have been a giant, his fur coat billowing in the wind.

      He wore a black hat with a brown feather poking out of the side. Long, dark, curly hair draped the sides of his face. In his hand, he held a crossbow pointed directly at me. In the dim light, I could see the glint of the silver of the arrow aimed at my heart.

      The man spoke in a thick accent. “Move one more step, and I will unleash this arrow. My friends will have dinner.”
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      I raised my hands, palms-up. “I'm not here to hurt you. Someone called to me, and I am only answering her call.”

      “Bloodsuckers are not welcome here. Go back to your shithole and rot.” He barked and spat to the side.

      The wolves and the bears inched closer.

      I didn't move, but I looked him directly in the eye. “I promise on my mother's and grandmother's lives that I am not here to hurt you. I have no quarrel with you. If you are worried I may feed on your people, you can rest assured I have no intentions of such.” I raised my hands up higher. “A woman inside this camp called me, and that is why I'm here. I didn’t even know this place existed until I heard her voice on the wind.”

      Nobody moved. In the distance, I heard my name.

      “Everly.”

      I recognized the voice and the ting of the heartbeat.

      Padrick had probably called for me several times, but I had not heard him through my determination to get here. He appeared but couldn't get past the point where I’d felt the force field. Traian popped up at Padrick’s side, but he couldn’t get through, either.

      Traian beckoned me. “Everly, back away and come with us. You do not want to piss these people off.”

      But I was not going back with them. I needed to find the woman who had called for me. Something deep inside me had awoken at the sound of her voice.

      I closed my eyes and let my mind flow. I touched the consciousness of the man in front of me. He felt my intrusion and responded with a snarl.

      But I had already moved past him, further, deeper into the woods, where there were more people—the people these creatures were protecting. Whole families gathered at the center of the camp. Most of the children were sleeping in makeshift tents surrounding the central bonfire. I continued through the hub of people to a remote part of the camp. That’s when I felt her. The woman who had called to me.

      “I'm here. Please help me,” I whispered.

      When I opened my eyes again, the man before me lowered his crossbow.

      “Who are you?” He eyed me warily.

      “I’m Everly.” I glanced at the creatures around me. “Everly Grace Greene.”

      “Devil’s eye,” the man muttered. He held up his hand and commanded the wolves and bears in a language I’d never heard. Then he turned to me. “You come with me.”

      Traian growled, “Don't you dare touch her, Leo.”

      The man ignored Traian and grabbed my wrist, dragging me behind him, deeper into the woods. I glanced back to Traian and Padrick, but the fog had thickened too much to see them. I wasn't scared. I knew where he was taking me—it was the reason I had come here in the first place—and I was finally going to get an answer.

      The mist cleared when we arrived at the camp. People stared at us as we walked by the fire and the tents. In between, little carts and wagons had been placed in a circle around the great fire. I could hear the mumbling of curses under everyone's breath. Little pricks of energy prodded my skin and mind.

      Well, I guess the undead are not very popular with this bunch. Not that we were popular with anyone. One thing was certain: these people possessed magic, which meant they could help me if I could just convince them.

      When we were out of earshot of the camp, Leo stopped. He let go of my hand and wiped his on his coat, then proceeded to get right in my face.

      “I want to be very clear. No biting, no funny strigoi business, or I will rip your heart out with my bare hands.” His breath reeked of garlic and basil.

      “I need help.”

      I didn’t cower, but I did let some of the zinging energy that pulsed through my body pass into my right hand. Sparks exploded and rained down to the snowy ground below.

      His eyes shifted to my open palm for a moment, and then back to me. “You are strigoi. They have no power except mind tricks. Even Satan himself doesn’t have magic.”

      “You see why I need help? I’m not normal.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You bring evil into my camp.”

      “I’m not evil.”

      “All of your kind are evil.” Leo’s top lip curled. “Your mother brought all kinds of trouble.”

      “My mother?” I blinked.

      “Never mind. Let’s go.” He motioned me to follow, not wanting to touch me after seeing my little fireworks display.

      The further down the path we went, the more the forest darkened. We finally reached a tent, which looked like patches of canvas had been sewn together and thrown over a pile of sticks. Leo lifted the flap covering the entrance and pushed me inside with the end of his crossbow.

      All kinds of herbs hung from the ceiling, drooping so low, we had to stoop as we walked deeper into the tent. The interior appeared much larger than it had from the outside. Probably a trick of magic, but I noticed now that the ground seemed to incline, as if we were entering a burrow.

      The scents that I had smelled at the top of the mountain earlier permeated the air. I didn't understand or know what all these herbs were, but I imagined Mindy would've known. She knew her plants and would have loved to see all of this. But one strong scent overpowered all else—garlic. It made me hungry for pasta.

      My eyes followed the light flickering at the far end of the tent, and I caught a glimpse of a woman hunched over in a chair. The light from the lantern cast her shadow on the canvas behind her, making her seem more imposing than she appeared. She looked as ancient as the forest itself.

      The man said something to the woman in the same language he’d spoken to the animal protectors outside the camp. I had never heard this tongue before that day, yet it sounded so familiar.

      The woman lifted her arm and beckoned me with a crooked finger. Before I could move of my own power, Leo pulled me over and brought me around in front of her.

      “Kneel down,” he instructed. “She needs to see your face.”

      “You can leave us, Leo. We will be just fine.” The woman’s voice cracked and creaked like an old rocking chair.

      “I will not leave you alone with a bloodsucker. And this one has magic.”

      “I know, my child, but I will be fine. She's not here to hurt me. She won't, even if she wanted to.”

      The woman’s English was very good.

      Reluctantly, Leo backed up. “I will be waiting outside.”

      “Do as you will.” She waved him off.

      As soon as he left, the woman's head turned in my direction. She looked right at me, but her eyes were glazed over with cataracts.

      “Come closer, child, and give me your hand.”

      I felt compelled to do exactly what she told me without question. The zinging in my hands continued as she traced all the lines and curves and bumps and calluses on my palm. The arcs of electricity never bothered her. Then she reached out with her wrinkled fingers and touched my face, each finger outlining the curves around my eyes, the slope of my nose and cheeks, the bow of my lips and the angle of my jaw.

      “You are so beautiful,” she whispered. “You will do great things. Thank you, Goddess. But first, we must get to why you are here. I am Satra, the last crone, as I have no heir to pass my magic to. There's no one who knows as much about plants and herbs as I do, therefore I fear my craft will die with me. I am reaching the final chapter of my life, and believe me, the end is coming soon.” She patted the little stool next to her. “Sit.”

      I did as I was told.

      “I am Satra,” she repeated. “Alas, I continue to be here in hopes I can find someone to take on my power.” She may have appeared old, but her voice had the strength of the mountains—steady, deep, and very powerful.

      I listened to her speak and realized that coming here was part of the invisible, silver web of destiny that I had found myself entangled in beginning that night at the cemetery. In fact, I knew that what would happen from here on out depended on this meeting tonight.

      “We don't have much time, for he will be upon you very soon.”

      She reached over to a little box on the table next to her chair. From it, she produced a glass vial that hung on a silver chain. The liquid inside matched the blackness of my boots. She looped the chain over my head, and the ampoule lay against my chest.

      “You are not like the others before you. You can wear silver without it burning through your skin. Silver is your power. From the metal, you can draw your energy. Silver will also calm you when your powers get out of control. There are many other things you will learn to help you control your gifts, but this right here is the first.” She tapped on the glass. “Inside is a potion that you must drink from the silver chalice. It’s buried underneath the city of silver. You must enter the underworld to reach the chamber where the cup is protected. Only one has access to it, and that is you. You will go alone, for this is your destiny.”

      “Where is this city? How do I find the entrance?”

      “Worry not.” She tapped on my chest. “Follow your heart. It will lead you where you must go. Find this chalice, and you will know the prophecy.”

      Prophecy? I tucked the vial inside my jeans pocket.

      “Once you have drunk the potion and you know what you need to do, you will come back here. I will show you how to create potions and train you to control your powers. In the meantime, the elf will teach you more on how your magic flows, for you share some of the same magic. Your lover will teach you how to fight and how to protect yourself. This is important, Everly. You must learn how to protect yourself, for you are our last hope. If you do not carry out your mission, we will all perish—the living and the dead, both.”

      The weight of responsibility pressed down on me. A mission? Me?

      After spending days playing interior designer inside a cave and trying not to set the furniture on fire or collapse the place on top of everyone, it seemed highly unlikely that I would be suited for a mission.

      “Are you sure you don’t have the wrong person?”

      “I am sure.” The woman chuckled. “You are her.”

      “Eva told you I would come, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, she did, and we have yet to know what her plans are. They are hidden deep in the earth and throughout time. She was a powerful witch, but not as powerful as you will be.”

      “I'm a witch?” I fiddled with the silver chain hanging around my neck.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought I was a vampire.”

      “A strigoi, yes, but you also have elf magic, and the magic of the gypsies is in you, as well.”

      “How is that—” I stopped the question, for I knew she was right. “That’s why I was able to come here and walk through the protective barrier.”

      Her glassy eyes glinted in the dim light. “Very perceptive. Keep learning, my child, you have much knowledge to acquire. Now you must go. Our guards are waiting for you. They will not hurt you as long as I am here, but once I die, I cannot guarantee your safe passage.”

      “You are dying soon.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “We are all dying, my child, all of us. Even you with your immortality. The only difference between you and me is that your life is longer than mine. But you can still be killed, as can your lover.”

      My face flushed when I heard that word again. ‘Lover’?

      If she was referring to Traian, how did she know anything? How could he be my lover when nothing had happened between us?

      As if she could read my thoughts, Satra chuckled. “It's coming, my child. All in due time, you will discover your passion for each other. Now go.” She waved me away.

      I went to the end of the tent and then turned to her. “Thank you, Satra. Thank you. For the first time, I feel like there is hope.”

      “There is always hope, my child.” She shifted in her seat and tucked the shawl around her more tightly. “Find the chalice and drink. I will see you tomorrow, after midnight.”
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      “No.” Traian shook his head, lowering his voice to a small whisper. “It's not happening. You are not going down there amongst humans. Nor will you go anywhere near the gates of the Underworld. I forbid it.”

      I stepped up to him and placed a hand on his chest. I could feel the tingling in my palm, as could he. “I will go because this is part of my destiny. I need to know who I am and what my part is in this world.” I kept my voice low.

      Padrick chuckled quietly next to Traian. “Oh, this is going to be fun. You two are just absolutely fucking adorable.”

      Everything about Padrick rubbed me the wrong way in that moment. I didn't need to hear his jokes. I put my other hand on the elf’s shoulder, electricity zinging through my fingers.

      “And you need to shut the fuck up,” I said in a calm whisper, letting the energy in my hand drive the point.

      The smile on Padrick's face disappeared.

      “Everly. You need to calm down, my darling. We cannot have you displaying your magic out here in the open.” He glanced into the woods to the right of us and up above the trees. “People are watching us.”

      I knew we were being watched, but I figured the fog was thick enough they couldn’t see us. Ever since I’d left the gypsy camp, I could sense the presence of our observers. These weren’t the clan’s guardians I was feeling. No, the creatures hiding in the trees and rocks, and even flying high above us, were much different from strigoi, but they didn’t have heartbeats, either.

      I knew someone was spying on us, but that didn’t change the fact that I needed to know why I had been chosen. Why Eva had chosen me, how my grandmother had known all along and planned my whole life before I was even born. My death outside of the cemetery had not been a coincidence.

      And Padrick knew more than he was letting on, of this I was certain, but there were still gaps in what had been revealed to him. My mission was to fill in those holes.

      I took a deep breath and sent the energy down my legs, into the ground, and calmed myself by focusing on the stones buried in the earth beneath my feet. I found a vein of silver about fifty yards underground and pulled energy from the metal.

      “Well, you’re getting better at that,” Padrick commented.

      I looped my arms through both Padrick’s and Traian’s. “Look, guys, I have to do this. And it must happen tonight.” I braced myself for what I was about to do.

      “You do not have to do anything tonight, Everly. You have thousands of years to figure all of this out. Right now, there is a lot of danger around us, and we need to get back—”

      I cut off Traian’s words with my lips on his, while still keeping an arm around Padrick.

      Yes, I felt the danger. I could smell it.

      Wait…I can smell it?

      More things kept happening to my body and my senses with each passing hour, which made it all the more important for me to find this chalice and prophecy, or whatever it was that I needed to hear.

      I knew how to throw the spies off their game. I could smell them, and they me…Why not confuse them a bit?

      I placed a finger over Traian’s lips and turned to Padrick. I gave him the lustiest look I could and drew his head down until our mouths touched. I’d never kissed an elf. Goodness, he tasted so different—he tasted of everything my body repelled. A mixture of a bitter bark, earth, and metal had my tongue tingling.

      I clamped down my gag reflex and instead let out a moan that would be audible to those watching before pulling away. The air around us filled with pheromones of vampire, elf, and whatever the hell I was.

      “Shall we have some fun, boys?”

      Traian looked equal parts pissed off and shocked. Padrick, however, grinned from ear to ear. I hoped it was because he understood what I was doing, and not because I had given him any new ideas with my kiss.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply.

      Even though my heart didn't beat anymore, I focused on the energy point inside my chest and listened quietly through my mind's eye. I saw the tentacles of silver, the same ones inside my body, moving and swirling beyond the confines of my skin. They extended out through the trees, over the hills, around the mountain, and down into a valley, following a river over the fields, through a cemetery, and stopping at an old, Byzantine-looking cathedral.

      I opened my eyes and, even though I couldn't see it, I felt the silver thread pulling me in the direction I needed to go.

      I winked at Padrick and placed a quick kiss on Traian’s lips. “Catch me, if you can.”

      Traian grunted and tried to take my hand but missed. I leapt just out of reach and broke into a full run. I didn’t hold back. Trees, rocks, woodland animals blurred past me. The only sounds I heard were those of my feet hitting the ground and the two other sets following me.

      “Everly, you are being foolish,” Traian called behind me.

      I laughed and dove around trees and large boulders. Yes. This was what my body had craved. I needed to run and exercise. After years of never being able to do anything physically demanding, it felt freeing to run through the forest without having to worry about inhalers or my heart giving out. I laughed as pure joy bubbled over my skin, spurring me on.

      Every now and then, I glanced behind me to check on my companions. They were struggling to keep up with me. Traian finally gave up running and took to the air to follow, but even his wings were no match for my speed. Padrick seemed amused by all of this.

      Just for show, I slowed down enough for the elf to catch me around the waist. We tumbled down the hill, laughing. I gave him a quick kiss before rolling off him and running again. This had the exact effect I’d hoped on Traian, who came in hot from above. His wings surrounded me as his arms of steel grabbed my waist.

      Before I could stop him, we were in the air.

      I called down to Padrick. “You know where to meet us.”

      Traian carried me high above the clouds. “What are you doing?”

      “Look behind you,” I said.

      The creatures who had been spying on us from the air were still hovering around the area where we had been. Traian lowered us down to cloud level.

      “You reek of him now,” he snarled.

      “A small price to pay to throw them off our track,” I said. “We need to get to the cemetery in the small city that has an old cathedral.”

      “How did—” Traian shook his head. “Never mind. I can’t let you go through this alone.”

      Inside his arms, I turned until my chest lay flat against his. “It’s something I must do alone.” I kissed his jaw. “And don’t worry. I’m not into threesomes. But our enemies don’t need to know that.”

      Padrick played a very important role in all of this. The elf had protected me my whole life, and Traian felt the need to continue to shelter me, even though I had enough power in my hands to blow him into the next world.

      But didn’t I blow both of them into the next world?

      I remembered the moment after I had destroyed all those black shadowy things in the graveyard with one bolt of lightning. Traian and Padrick were the only two who had survived.

      Traian’s hold tightened. “I don’t like sharing.”

      I ignored his comment and glanced over my shoulder to the ground and spotted the river.

      “That’s it.”

      “This is the Arges River,” Traian said.

      “The Silver River,” I whispered.

      “Yes.”

      We followed the river through the valley and fields into a little city. I spotted the gate of the cemetery.

      “There.”

      Traian lowered us to the ground.

      “How did you know about this?” he asked.

      “I just followed my heart.”

      “We’re not allowed to go in there,” Padrick warned from behind us.

      “You made it.” I ran to him and hugged him.

      “That was clever, however our mating scents will fade, and they will know we have left.”

      “Well, then there is no time to waste.” I released Padrick and walked up to the gate. “I'm supposed to go in through here, but I’m not sure how this will lead us to the cathedral.”

      I climbed a street lamp pole as if I’d done it a thousand times. In the distance, I could see the turrets of the cathedral shining in the night.

      “That's it.” I pointed. “But why am I here?”

      “This is the entrance into the catacombs of the city—the Underworld,” Traian explained. “We are barred from entering—”

      “Except you,” Padrick interrupted.

      I jumped and landed in front of the gate and placed my hand on it. Tiny sparks of electricity leapt from my palm onto the metal. Suddenly, the rusty old iron turned into shiny silver. The wind picked up, and fog filled the graveyard, spilling onto the ground around our feet. A hole appeared on the gate where one would normally put a key, but it was in the shape of a cross.

      I pushed against the gate, but it didn’t budge.

      “Mew.”

      I glanced at my feet to find Storm.

      “How did you get here?” I picked her up.

      “Mew.”

      I wished I understood Cat, but I didn’t. I met Traian’s gaze. “How did she get here?”

      Both Padrick and Traian stared at the kitten in my arms, but didn’t respond. A jingling sound drew my attention to her collar.

      The cross. That's it.

      “I don't know how you got here or what you are doing, but I’m sure glad you found me.” I unhooked the pendant from her neck. “But you really should stay in the cave, little girl.” I scratched the top of her head, and she head-butted my hand.

      I placed the cross inside the gate.

      With creaks and rattles, the gate opened. The fog shifted inside the cemetery, rising on either side of the entry and taking corporeal forms with feathery wings.

      “Only the girl and her familiar may enter the land of the dead.” The voices emitting from the winged forms sounded disembodied.

      “I don't like this,” Traian said.

      “Me either,” Padrick added. “Eva never mentioned this.”

      I turned to the boys. “I'll be fine. Storm will be with me, and I can protect myself.” I waved, little sparks falling from my hand. “See you in a bit.”

      I placed a little kiss on Traian's cheek and gave Padrick a quick hug before stepping through the silver gates into the graveyard. Storm followed me in, and the gate shut behind her. The mist thickened around us. I couldn't see my protectors anymore, but before me, a path formed and I stepped forward, feeling the pull inside my heart like before.

      Yes, this is the way.

      The path opened before me through the fog, winding around the graves until it came to a crypt. The door opened as we approached, revealing stairs descending into the ground. Little forms of mist filed past us. On closer inspection, I realized these were people. Well, they used to be.

      Are these ghosts?

      I couldn't tell. But there was much whispering around us.

      Storm padded down the steps with confidence and disappeared into the darkness below. I followed her, and the door closed behind me. It wasn’t totally black, though. The white, misty forms of the people lining the walls of the tunnel cast a silver light.

      Deeper into the ground we went. As I passed the spectral figures, I listened closer.

      “This is her.”

      “She's the one.”

      “She will bring the light back to the Earth.”

      I pretended I didn't hear them, but I couldn’t help but be curious about what they meant. I was nobody. Sure, I had a few new powers, but I was still a girl from Seattle who had led a pretty boring life before she died.

      We came to a pair of silver gates similar to the ones at the cemetery’s entrance. They had the same little space for my cross and opened when I placed it inside. When Mr. Black had given me the little box with my grandmother’s cross in it, I had no idea I would be using it to open gates in the underworld.

      Storm and I walked through. A few feet ahead stood an ethereal woman with a baby in her arms.

      “Welcome, Everly,” she said. The child cooed against her chest.

      “How do you know my name?” I asked.

      Storm padded up to her and circled around her ghostly feet.

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “You are the only one who can enter.”

      She stepped aside, and with her free arm, she pointed toward the door. Storm walked up to the portal. How can all these spirits know who I am? I didn’t even know who I was.

      I followed my cat to the rusty iron door. The eroded handle creaked when I turned it, but the door opened.

      In the middle of the chamber, on a pedestal, stood a silver cup.

      When Storm and I stepped inside, the door closed behind us with a loud clunk. The silver chalice glowed, though there was no light inside the room. It stood, gleaming in the darkness.

      This was what I had come for, but now that I was here, doubts flooded my mind. What will happen if I pick it up? Is this place booby-trapped?

      I walked around the stand and examined the cup from as many angles as possible. Storm laid at the base of the pedestal, her tail twitching. She yawned.

      “I know. I know. I will get to it.”

      I pulled the vial out from beneath my shirt, popped the top open, and poured the contents into the chalice. The potion bubbled inside the cup like a bad science experiment. Eventually, it simmered down, and a green mist rose from the surface. The smell of rotten onions filled the air of the small room.

      “Here goes nothing.” I picked up the cup. “Bottoms up.”

      I plugged my nose, tilted the contents of the cup right into my mouth, and swallowed the putrid fluid down. Violent spasms had me coughing. I refused to throw up the potion, for fear it wouldn’t work. My whole body shook. I coughed, pain gripping every part of my stomach and intestines. I held onto my waist as my knees buckled.

      “Oh God, I’m going to die.”

      I fell to all fours, gagging, before collapsing to the ground.

      Storm came over and laid her head against my cheek right before I lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay in darkness, my body spasming in pain. Why did I drink that wretched potion? The stupidity of my decision seemed to grow with each second. Why did I trust that old woman? What if she was trying to kill me?

      The rest of her tribe would have put an arrow in my heart and ripped me apart without a second thought. Even Traian and Padrick had their reservations. But Padrick had said that she could help me, and I had trusted him. That decision had led me to this dank, dirt floor, with poison flowing through my body.

      In the midst of my regrets, a light shown next to me, so bright I could see it through my closed lids. I opened my eyes.

      Inside the white light stood a woman in a red dress with black hair reaching her waist, and glowing green eyes. She looked so familiar, but I was certain I’d never seen her before.

      “Everly, there isn't much time, so please pay attention,” the woman spoke. “There are three things that you must do in order to defeat Octavian. One, you must find the silver dragon.”

      Next to her, the white mist formed into a beautiful silver dragon.

      “Together with the dragon, you must go into Transpatia and retrieve the silver sword that belonged to Evelina. You are the rightful heir of that sword, but you will be challenged. Beware the elves of Transpatia.”

      Beside her, where the dragon had once been, now stood a long, sparkling, silver sword. The handle gleamed as if there was a light shining on it.

      The woman continued. “But most importantly, you must bond with Traian in order to unshackle his power. You two are connected by more than love. He is reluctant because his heart is still closed. He never opened to me because he belongs to you. He loves you very much, but he is holding back. Until he fully surrenders to your love, his power will remain locked deep inside his soul.”

      Next to her, a white form of Traian appeared with a woman with long, blonde hair. They embraced and shared a deep lover’s kiss—the kind I wish I could share with him.

      “Evelina was his first love. He closed his heart when she died, over five thousand years ago.”

      I slowly rose to my feet, legs wobbly, and stared at the ethereal images, letting everything sink in for a moment, but the woman in red had more to say.

      “Only by the power of these three things will you defeat Octavian. You must have Traian at your side, you must have the sword in your hand, and you must have the silver dragon. Octavian is coming. He's coming for you, and they will take you, but fear not. He does not know the power that lies within you, nor does he know the power that has lain dormant inside Traian for the last five thousand years. He won’t know until it's too late. You must act quickly, but also be patient. Wait until the right time comes.”

      “Are you—?”

      The woman smiled. “I am Eva. I'm sorry for all the troubles I have caused you, but you are the one to lead the last war against the man who has destroyed hundreds of thousands of lives. He’s destroyed civilizations and wiped any traces of them from this world and others. This man will stop at nothing until he has full domination of the planet, which he is quite close to achieving.”

      The image of Traian and Evelina faded, leaving only me and Eva.

      “When this happens, the human race will be slaves, like when he first arrived here.”

      “Arrived, like he's an alien?”

      She chuckled. “No. Not an alien. But extraterrestrials did have something to do with his existence.”

      A stabbing pain in my stomach had me doubled over.

      “My dear, there isn't much time. The spell is fading, and I must return to my place. Know you are not alone on this quest. Turn to those you trust and please allow them to help you. We will see each other again someday.”

      She faded into the darkness.

      Once again alone in the murky chamber, I collapsed on the floor and rolled over onto my back. I coughed, my lungs burning. The dimness seemed to fade from my mind, and I could see the walls and the ceiling of the crypt. The silver chalice lay on the ground next to me on its side.

      A soft paw touched my face. I turned my head in Storm’s direction, and her little furry face nuzzled my nose. I pulled her onto my chest and scratched her head as I processed what had just happened.

      I’m supposed to destroy Octavian? I don’t even know who he is. Maybe I should be afraid.

      I'd heard people talking about him. I knew that both Traian and Padrick feared him. I'd already killed one of his scouts or assassins or whatever that woman in red was. And then all those shadowy figures at the graveyard in Seattle…

      Those must've been his, too. And now he’s coming for me. Great.

      How was I supposed to find the dragon, the silver sword, and bond with Traian before that happened?

      And what does ‘bonding’ mean? Sex?

      The thought of sex with Traian made something deep inside my pelvis ache. I was still a virgin, for obvious reasons—like I’d spent most of my life sick in the hospital with a very weak heart. So yeah, sex had never been an option in my life.

      In my human life, I corrected myself.

      I had a strong body now, although I also had some weird-ass powers, which I needed to learn to control. But I would figure out a way.

      My thoughts returned to Traian. Would he even want me? His coldness the last few days only strengthened the doubts in my head.

      Suddenly, a sharp pain erupted right below my navel, traveled up my scar, and spread across my chest. It burned. I gasped and pushed Storm aside. With frantic fingers, I ripped the buttons off my shirt, exposing my bare chest. My scar was no longer there.

      In its place, a long line of silver reached from my navel to mid-chest. Lines curled down across my pelvis like roots, as spirals spread over my breasts and up to my collarbone like tree branches. The roots reached down, disappearing inside my pants. I unzipped the jeans and pulled my underwear down to see where they ended. The spirals reached all the way down past my pubic bone.

      The tree was like a shimmery, silver tattoo. I touched one of the tendrils. It curled and twisted and then stood still, becoming one with my body. The trunk of the tree was seared into my skin. It had only hurt for two seconds, and then it felt as if it had been there my entire life.

      “So weird,” I whispered.

      Storm jumped onto my lap and touched one of the silver spirals with her paw. I stared at my chest. The scar that I had been ashamed of for much of my life was gone. I traced the branches as they curled around my breasts and extended to the sides of my torso. Some branches even reached over my shoulders, going down my back.

      I didn't know what this meant, but it was beautiful. I wrapped my shirt over my chest and tied it in a little knot above my navel, since the buttons had come off in my haste to see what the hell was happening. Parts of my new body art were visible, but I didn't mind.

      When I exited the crypt, the woman with the baby waited for me. Her face beamed with a smile. She bowed her head and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      I didn't know what she was thanking me for.

      The misty path formed ahead of me, leading me out of the catacombs, back to the crypt that I had entered at the surface, and through the graveyard to the gate, where an anxious-looking Traian waited for me.

      Padrick stood further behind him with a scowl on his face, but the moment he caught a glimpse of the silvery tattoo on my bare midriff, his eyes widened.

      “Oh, my goddess. You really are her. She—” He put a hand over his mouth to stop whatever else was going to come out.

      “Never do that again.” Traian threw his arms around me the moment I stepped out of the gate and held me tight against his chest. He placed a kiss on my forehead and rested his cheek on the top of my head. “You do not know how torturous it was to watch you disappear into the underworld and then wait. You could have died.”

      “I am dead,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, but these are spirits of people who are stuck here on this planet because of how they died. They have no choice but to live in this graveyard or the place of their death. And after thousands or hundreds of years, or even a few decades of being stuck in the same place, they are not the most benevolent of spirits.”

      I squeezed his torso gently, so as not to cause him pain. “They did not hurt me, Traian. I am okay.”

      He pushed away from me slightly and looked down at the silver spirals peeking out from underneath my shirt. He touched one of the roots. My skin zinged with excitement, but my hands seemed to stay calm for the time being. Then he touched one of the spirals that disappeared under my shirt and covered my breast, his finger disappearing beneath the cloth. My hands started to crackle.

      Of course, it was still there. I needed to learn to control it. How the hell was I supposed to mate with the person I loved when every time he touched me, I started sparking and sending fireworks everywhere?

      Traian placed a kiss on my lips and cupped my face with his hands. When he lifted his head up, he looked into my eyes. “I cannot resist you any longer.”

      “Why are you trying in the first place?”

      “To protect you.”

      “I don’t need protection. I just need you.”

      He kissed me again. My new tattoo burned with desire.

      He rested his forehead against mine. “We will figure this out together, but please don't disappear on me like that again.”

      My stomach twisted with a sudden pang of hunger and let out a growl.

      “And we need to teach you how to hunt.” Traian chuckled.
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      “I will be back at midnight to begin your training. You have much work to do, my darling. Blessed be.” Padrick hugged me and then disappeared into the forest outside of the town.

      Traian held my hand the entire way back to the cave, with Storm curled up on his shoulder. Surprisingly, no one followed us back. The common area was empty when we arrived home, too. I didn’t mind. The trip into the underworld and the magic I’d experienced had drained me of nearly all my energy. I had just enough to walk back to my room and take a short dip in the lake to wash off all the grime from traveling underground.

      I still couldn’t believe the new tattoo on my body. I kept wanting to touch it and feel the mild zing of energy. As I dried off, Traian came in with a hot cup of blood. He stopped dead in his tracks when he caught sight of my partially naked body.

      I let the towel drop to my feet so he could take in the full view. “Like what you see?”

      His nostrils flared. “Why do you torture me like this?”

      “Why do you resist?” I shook my head. “Never mind. I don’t want to hurt you. I need Padrick and Satra to train me first.”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Everything is dangerous as long as he’s alive. If we’re going to defeat him, I must learn how to use my new powers. Stop trying to protect me and let me figure this out.” I picked my robe up off the rocks and put it on.

      Traian stayed my hand as I looped the belt. “I have lived with the monster for five thousand years. Many have tried to destroy him, including myself, but failed terribly.” His hand went to my chin, tilting it up until my gaze met his. “He’s taken everything from me. I will not let him take you, too.”

      “So what is your plan, then? You saw those creatures in the woods by the gypsy camp.”

      Traian’s irises contract for a split second. “I have many plans I can’t discuss with you yet,” he said. “One is we leave the country.”

      I leaned in closer. “And go where? If you wanted us to hide, why bring me here? Obviously, we have attracted attention.”

      The muscles in Traian’s jaw twitched. “We had to come here. Because he doesn’t expect me to be at my home. I’m technically still in hiding.”

      “Not anymore you aren’t. How quickly do you think Octavian will get the memo?”

      “He probably already knows. I suspect he will wait, give the illusion that he doesn’t care, so we let our guard down.” Traian dropped his arms. “He’s watching us. We need to be careful.”

      “And we will.” I stood up on my tippy toes and kissed his jawline before turning toward our quarters.

      This conversation needed to be continued in private. The fact that I could sneak out of the lake room and get to the surface meant that someone could sneak in. I glanced toward the far wall where I had found the opening.

      “It’s been sealed,” Traian said from behind me.

      Darn.

      He followed me inside to my room. I took the cup of blood from him and took a long sip before setting it down gently on the edge of the rock wall. I stared at the plants around my coffin. Barely a week old, and they had doubled in size. Even in death, I hadn’t lost my green thumb.

      Storm jumped inside the open casket and curled up in the corner where I usually lay my head. Why she’d chosen me still mystified my brain. Did Eva plan that, too? I took another sip of blood. Speaking of the woman who’d dictated most of my life…

      “Are you going to ask me what happened in the Underworld?” I met Traian’s gaze.

      “Would you tell me if I asked?”

      Good question, I thought. I realized right then that he must think I don't trust him. I had run away from him—from everything, really.

      “I'm sorry I left like that. I just couldn't stay in here any longer. I felt like I was going to lose my mind. The energy kept building up in my palms, and God knows what damage I would've done if I’d stayed cooped up one more hour.”

      “You should've told me.” Traian sat down on the rock wall, on the other side of the cup, giving me space. “I know this transition has been difficult for you. But I need you to trust me. Everything I do is to protect you.”

      “I know.” I reached over and took his hand and rested it on the side of the rock wall. “I just don't know if I can trust myself yet.”

      “I've neglected my duty as your master. Not your master as in controlling, but in that I created you.”

      I enjoyed the feeling of his hand touching mine for a moment before asking the question that had bothered me since the moment I woke up in the morgue. “Why didn’t you just let me bleed out on the street? Why did you save me?”

      Traian shook his head. “I couldn’t bear to live in a world without you. I knew the transformation would change you, but your spirit and heart would stay the same. At least, I hoped. Very selfish of me, I know…Look what I have brought upon you. But I take full responsibility.”

      I gave him a sideways glance. “It's not just you. Padrick had something to do with this. So did Eva.”

      Traian twitched at the mention of the last name. “You should not have run away to the gypsies. They are very dangerous to our kind. Even though I have an agreement with Satra.”

      “The gypsies will not be a problem for me. Satra has offered to teach me potions and spells. Apparently, I'm also a witch.”

      Traian chuckled. “Of course, you are.”

      “Why are you laughing?” I pulled my hand away and massaged it as I felt little zings of energy spread across my fingers.

      “You are a little bit of everything. When Octavian comes, and he will come, I don't know how we are going to explain to him what you are.”

      “I am a strigoi. I drink blood, don't I?”

      Traian nodded. “Yes, from someone looking from the outside, that's the appearance—granted they don't see your fireworks, and you don’t collapse the cave on them.”

      I thought about that for second. I was strigoi in the way my eyes glowed red and in my need for blood, but I could still see the specks of green inside my irises when I looked in the mirror.

      “He’s going to want my power. Can he take it from me?”

      Traian stared off into space for a moment, and I could tell he was reliving some distant memory before he focused his gaze back on me. “He can’t do anything, but the master sorcerers who work for him will try to siphon your energy.” He shook his head. “As much as I dislike the thought of you training with that slimy elf and those devious gypsies, it would probably be for the best. They can teach you to protect your power, which is something I can’t do.”

      A shudder rippled through my body at the thought of someone pulling my energy from me. For the first time since dying, something inside me rattled a bit. What if I can’t stand up to him? What if Eva chose the wrong person? Those thoughts were merely seeds of the fear that had sprouted inside my heart.

      “Worry not, my love. We will get through this.”

      I stood up and stretched. My body felt tired after the use of magic and running through the forest and mountains. The physical exertion had worn me out.

      “You must rest. We will talk more tonight.”

      I handed Traian the empty cup. “My coffin never looked more inviting.”

      “Rest. I will be in the command room if you need me.” Traian kissed my forehead before leaving.

      I took off my robe and climbed into my casket naked. I’d never slept in the nude before, not even as a human. This was the first time I felt comfortable in my skin. The velvety blanket Traian had given me felt like a sensual massage on my body. My muscles relaxed. Storm curled up next to my neck, resting her furry head on my shoulder, and I fell into a dreamless sleep.

      I was wide awake what felt like moments later. Traian stood over me, brows furrowed.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “I was just checking in on you.”

      I felt rested and ready to go. “What's on the agenda for today?”

      Traian frowned. “You only slept for three hours. You need to rest more. The sun hasn’t even set yet.”

      “I feel great,” I protested, but I didn’t want to argue with him. “However, a bath would be nice.”

      This seemed to appease his concerns. “There are salts and oils in the cabinet under the sink in my bathroom.” His eyes lowered to my exposed breasts for a moment and then rose back to my face. “I will procure you some sustenance.”

      Storm followed him out the door.

      “Thank you,” I called after him, feeling a bit smug.

      I padded my way over to the private bathroom on the other side of Traian's room in the nude. Why bother with clothes?

      The room had a jetted tub the size of my old bathroom in Seattle, along with a toilet, and a large vanity with two sinks. Not that vampires needed to use the facilities, but sometimes they needed to wash.

      While the bath filled up, I checked the cabinet. Inside, I found several glass jars of different colored salts and an assortment of bottles labeled with different scents. I chose pink Himalayan salt and jasmine oil. How funny to find such feminine products in a man’s bathroom. Maybe he had only recently gotten them, for me.

      When I stood up, I caught a glimpse of my naked body.

      Pale skin, flaming red hair, and a gleaming silver tattoo from my pelvis to my shoulders that looked very much like the tree of life. For the first time since I could remember, I liked what I saw in the mirror. I gave myself a hug and slipped into the hot, steaming water. Even though cold didn't bother me, the heat felt wonderful on my body, just as it had when I was human.

      Traian came in with a steaming cup of blood. He lit a few candles around the tub as I sipped my breakfast. I noticed how he stole glances at my body but still tried to be respectful. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t enjoy his reaction or the way he pampered me like a princess. What a luxurious way to start the night.

      “Traian, teach me something today,” I said.

      He stood next to the tub. I could almost see the gears clicking inside his brain as he thought about my request. After a moment of silence, he clapped his hands. “Very well, I shall teach you the basics of fighting. Every woman needs to learn to defend herself.”

      “Wonderful, when do we begin?”

      “After you’ve bathed and finished drinking your meal,” he kept his eyes on my face, “I will let you have some quiet time. I’ll meet you in the training area when you are ready.”

      I spent a full hour in the bath, adding more hot water every twenty minutes or so. Storm came in at some point, licking her chops. She perched on the edge of the tub, her breath smelling of tuna. I could have stayed in there the rest of the night, but I knew what had to be done. Evil waited for no one, and I needed to be ready. Minutes later, after I had dressed in comfortable gym clothes, I found Traian in the training section of the common room.

      “Training time. You need to learn to hold your own,” Traian reiterated.

      Finally. I was ready to learn how to protect myself with more than just lightning.

      “You are going to walk away from me, and I'm going to jump on you. You need to try to get me off your back without using your powers.”

      I nodded and turned my back toward him. I hadn’t even taken three steps forward when Traian latched himself onto my back, his arm around my neck.

      My balance staggered for two steps, but I managed to get a solid stance, just as Traian tightened his hold. Had I been human, I would have been gasping for air. Not being able to breathe didn’t bother me anymore, but the pressure around my throat didn’t feel good. I couldn’t concentrate.

      How am I supposed to get him off?

      I clawed at his arm to pull it away, but he had a death grip on me. His other arm came down, locking my forearms at my sides. Now I couldn’t move.

      I stood as still as possible until Traian let go and whirled me around.

      “I could have ripped your head off.” He shook me and pushed me away. “Try again.”

      After we’d gone several rounds, and I’d lost terribly each time, Rodica came into the room.

      “Shall I demonstrate?” She smirked.

      Traian nodded at her.

      She stepped into the ring, and he pounced on her like a panther. Over and over, she demonstrated various takedowns and forms of disarmament. I felt like I was watching an old kung fu movie. Their movements were like a well-choreographed dance.

      Suddenly, both stopped and sniffed the air.

      Rodica rolled her eyes. “The elf has returned.” She brushed off the rock dust from the designer jeans she wore and left the room just as Padrick entered.

      “Well, well. Trying to get a head start on me, blood-sucker?” Padrick grinned.

      Traian glared at the elf but said nothing.

      Seeing that his bait hadn’t been taken, Padrick turned to me. “Are you ready for your lesson?”

      I nodded. Been ready for a long time.

      I gave Traian a long, deep kiss before leaving the cave with Padrick. Outside, on the edge of a cliff, the elf had me sit on an icy rock. The wind blustered around us, chilling the air. Thank goodness the cold doesn’t bother me. In the eastern sky, a massive, almost full moon rose up over the crags, giving the mountains a cold, bluish feel.

      “I want you to close your eyes and breathe in deep.” He placed a blackish-blue stone in my left hand. “This will help.”

      I turned the smooth, shining rock in my palm.

      “At this point, I would normally tell you to listen to your heartbeat, but you don’t have one, so we will have to find some other internal sound for you to focus on,” Padrick informed me. “Sit quietly, let the energy of the sodalite in your hand calm your mind, and listen to your body. What can you hear?”

      I focused on any internal sound I could find. There was no heartbeat, obviously. Occasionally, though, when I took a deep breath—mostly because Padrick had asked me to, not because I needed to—I would hear the air coming into my lungs, expanding the bronchioles, and escaping out through my nose. When I went deeper, I caught a humming sound as the cells purred quietly. Each one had its own little melody, but they all harmonized.

      This is me.

      “That's it,” Padrick nodded and smiled. “You found it. Your sound…Your signature… Other creatures can hear it too, but you need to recognize yours. When you feel out of control, I want you to listen to the music of your body. This will keep you alive.”

      It was weird to hear the word ‘alive’ when my heart was as dead as the rock I sat on. But then I felt a zing under me. I focused my attention on the vibration of the mountain. The quivering was subtle but deep.

      Padrick chuckled. “She’s speaking to you.”

      I transferred the crystal to my right hand and placed my left on the icy surface of the crag. Hello, I thought.

      The mountain responded in a low rumble. A mighty gust of wind rolled down the cliffs above, threatening to blow us off into the valley below. The swirling air around me slowed down. I took my hand off the ground and held it out. I felt a cold palm press against mine.

      Padrick gasped behind me.

      I opened my eyes and sucked in my breath as a smile formed on my lips.

      Before me, in the swirly cloud of snow, a woman beamed back at me. I tilted my head to the side. She copied my movement. Her palms stayed on mine.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      She mouthed the same words back at me.

      “She’s the Wind,” Padrick whispered. “Bless the Goddess, even air responds to you.”

      I set the crystal on the ground next to me and lifted my other hand. The Wind met my other palm with her hand. I sat there cross-legged, hands high, with a replica of myself made of snow imitating my position.

      She held her arms up, meeting mine, and lowered them as I did mine. Her fingers intertwined with my own, sending cold ice crystals dancing over my skin. Coolness flowed from my left hand, traveled through my entire body, and then escaped through my right. With each wave, I felt stronger, calmer, and less afraid. I knew this was my destiny.

      I closed my eyes for a few seconds and saw the silver cord that connected me to Evelina, to Eva, to this place, to Traian, to Padrick, and to the gypsy tribe. It formed a web, where parts were hidden by mist. Different people in my life were on different strands of the net. I saw my mother, Grandma Grace, and Mindy.

      The fog parted on one of the hidden sections. A man stood with his back to me. Then he turned, his red eyes focusing on my face. Symbols were tattooed on his bald head and exposed arms and hands. The darkness surrounding his body undulated, with black tongues pulsing at his feet. I’d never seen the man before, but I knew without a doubt that this was Octavian.

      How can I be connected to him? I thought.

      Destiny connects us all, the Wind responded. Some destinies are even more intertwined.

      I opened my eyes. I didn’t know how what I’d just seen would play out, but deep inside, I felt gratitude for the vision. It hadn’t revealed any answers, but at least it gave me a heads-up about who the main players were.

      “Thank you.” I held her gaze.

      Wind bowed her head to me. “You’re welcome,” she said, her voice sounding like a gentle breeze. Her hands let go of mine and cradled my face. “Daughter of Old. Chosen one.” Now her words roared like a rumbling train engine. “May the Moon Goddess guide you with her light.” She released my face and moved away. “Merry meet, Everly.” Then she disappeared into the night.

      My eyes looked up at the partial moon peeking out of the passing clouds. Silver. Everything is connected by silver. My grandmother’s cross, the chalice I’d drunk from, my tattoo, the sword and dragon I was supposed to find, the thread that bound me to the ancient and the current, and now the Moon. Her silver light on my face felt like the warmth that the sun used to provide me with when the old ticker had still sputtered away inside my chest.

      I turned to Padrick, who’d been unusually quiet. He met my gaze and bowed to me.

      “What are you doing?” I uncrossed my legs and brought my knees to chest.

      “The Wind and Earth honor you, and so do I.” He knelt on one knee. “I repledge my life to you, Everly. I will do everything in my power to protect you and ensure your destiny is fulfilled. I am yours to do with as you choose.”

      I stood up and walked over to him. When I reached out to pull him up to his feet, Padrick took my hand and kissed it.

      “My life is yours, I am your willful servant.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I pulled him up. “You’re my equal, not some servant.”

      He stood a foot and half taller than me. He took my shoulders and lowered his head until our foreheads touched. “You are the one we’ve all been waiting for.”

      “What if I fail?” I whispered.

      “You won’t,” Padrick responded with more confidence than I felt inside.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He wrapped his arms around me, drawing me to his chest, on which I rested the side of my face and my ear.

      “With every beat of my heart,” he whispered, and his heart underscored his words, thump, thump, thump. “You are the chosen one. Your life will not be made easy… It hasn’t been since the day you were born. You will have to work twice as hard for everything you love, but you also will have the strength to do what it takes.” He stroked my head.

      Though my strigoi senses rejected the elven scent that rolled off him, I felt like I was at home in his arms, as if I was hugging family. He had been a part of my life, a quiet angel watching over me, since birth.

      I felt a second presence approaching. Padrick released me and took my hand. “Your lover comes.”

      “If only he would just love me,” I mumbled.

      “It will come.” He squeezed my hand, then placed in it the stone he had given me earlier. “You two are destined for each other. Goddess have mercy on anyone who tries to stand between you.”
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      “What are you doing with my mate?” Traian appeared on the cliff above me and Padrick.

      Though his possessiveness made me want to punch him, I gave Traian a weak smile and waved. Judging by the flare of red in his eyes, my feeble effort to defuse the situation didn’t quite work.

      “Teaching her how to control her energy so you can finally bed her,” Padrick declared. “You’re welcome.”

      Great.

      “Take your hands off of her,” Traian snarled.

      “Oh, give it up, both of you,” I cried, pulling away from Padrick. “How are we to work together if you two keep poking at each other’s egos?”

      Padrick smirked. Traian scowled. And I rolled my eyes.

      “Satra is waiting for you,” Traian finally said in a more subdued voice. “You should never keep a gypsy witch waiting.”

      I wonder what she’ll train me on today? I stretched my arms up to the sky and twisted my spine from side to side.

      “See you tomorrow, Padrick, and thank you.” I gave him a kiss on the cheek and leapt up to meet Traian.

      One look at Traian’s face told me he wasn’t pleased with the affection nor was he in the mood to talk. He gathered me into his arms nonetheless, and a moment later, we were in the sky, soaring over the mountains. Padrick disappeared from sight within seconds.

      We flew over the beautiful Fagaraşi Mountains, part of the Carpatian range, in silence. Their snow-covered peaks had a bluish tone in the moonlight that reminded me of the Olympic Mountains I used to stare at from the Seattle waterfront. A lump formed in my throat.

      Don’t think about it.

      The next moment, we dove down into the forest south of the mountains, landing near the mist barrier demarking the gypsy clan’s land. The stillness of the wood had an unnerving feel, as if monsters could be hiding in the mist, waiting to pounce. Then I remembered I was a predator too, and used my strigoi senses to check our surroundings.

      At present, we were alone.

      I pushed away from Traian, but he took my arm and pulled me back in.

      “No matter how much it irritates me to see you with that filthy elf scum…” He drew me closer to his chest. “I can’t leave you here in dissonance.” His lips lowered to mine, but he pulled away a second later, eyes blazing red. “You’ve been touched by the Wind.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “How can you tell?”

      “I can feel her on you.” Gazed at my face in wonder. “Impossible.”

      I jerked my head back. “Why?”

      He closed his eyes for a second. When they opened again, they were dark. “The Elements have no interest in the undead.”

      “I must be the exception to the rule.” I shifted forward onto my tippy-toes to close the distance between our lips.

      But it didn’t last long, for we were no longer alone.

      Traian’s eyes flared with red for a flash but settled back into their usual midnight black. “My love, we have much to discuss. Go learn what you need. I’ll be waiting for you here.”

      One smoldering kiss later, I crossed through the mist into the clan’s territory. Leo waited for me ten feet in, his crossbow pointed to my chest.

      “Seriously, put that thing away.” I walked past him. “How many times must I repeat ‘I’m not your enemy’?”

      “Anything moving without a heartbeat is my enemy,” Leo muttered behind me.

      “If that were true, why can I walk through your wards without flinching?” I cast him a glance over my shoulder.

      He never lowered his weapon, but he didn’t say anything, either.

      I stopped and turned to face him. He came to a halt with his arrow two inches from my heart and towered over me like a giant, but I didn’t cower.

      “Someday you will learn to trust me, Leo. Hopefully sooner than later, for all our sakes.”

      He leaned in, his face shifting slightly, revealing the lion within. “I will never trust a bloodless whore.”

      What did he just call me? I swallowed down the instant rage I felt. My hands crackled as I balled them into fists. Let it go, Ev, he doesn’t know you. I kept my mouth closed, but I had plenty of things to say.

      “Everly!” I heard Traian call in the distance, his voice muffled as it traveled through the magic barrier. “Stop taunting the vârcolac.”

      I released the energy in my hands into the snow-covered ground. “We probably shouldn’t keep Satra waiting.” I turned and continued down the path to the camp.

      Even though I’d only been here once, I felt like I’d lived in this place my entire life, which is why Leo’s disdain for me felt so jarring.

      Before our journey, Traian had informed me that the strigoi are the gypsy vârcolacs’ prime enemy. Their shapeshifting abilities came as a result of the vampires setting up permanent residence in the region about five hundred years ago. Traian had also warned me that these gypsies were much different than the ones most humans were used to.

      While most gypsy women had traces of magical abilities, the females born in this clan possessed powers that could topple governments and spark revolutions. The males had shapeshifting abilities, their shape determined by the spirit animal that visited them at birth. Though they harnessed great powers, the Carpatian gypsy clan kept to themselves and stayed hidden. Even Octavian, every magical person’s enemy, had ignored them.

      This surprised me. If he really was into collecting magic, why had he ignored this clan? Satra had substantial power, despite her appearance of frailty, and the men who could shapeshift would make excellent warriors in his army. Though, somehow, I doubted someone like Leo would ever work for someone like Octavian.

      I smelled Satra’s tent from a quarter mile away. She was brewing something with lavender. My shoulders sagged as I remembered the taste of lavender tea.

      I miss tea.

      Before too long, I spotted her shelter tucked into the side of the hill. As we approached the entrance, I slowed down. Leo poked me with his crossbow to keep me moving. I could feel my hand zinging with energy as my annoyance with him grew. I pulled the sodalite stone from my pocket and held it in my right hand. It didn’t help. The energy kept building up.

      Fed up, I stopped and whirled around. “I don’t want to hurt you, but you keep that up, and I might give you a taste of my power.”

      “Everly,” Satra called from inside the tent. “Please come inside.”

      Leo growled. “Don’t do anything stupid, or I will rip your dead heart out with my bare hands.”

      “Ugh, you need to come up with new threats.”

      I had to release my pent-up power before slipping into the tent. I didn’t want to accidentally start a fire. I turned and blasted a large boulder ten feet up the trail into powder.

      Leo never flinched.

      “Greetings, my child,” Satra said, but never took her eyes off the bubbling cauldron in the middle of the tent. “You’ve been playing with the Elements, I hear.”

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “I know everything.” She chuckled. “Come.” She motioned me closer. “We only have an hour, and there is much to learn.”

      I stepped up to stand beside her. “Why do we only have an hour?”

      Satra mumbled a few words, took out a bundle of dried herbs, and stuck it into the fire under the black pot. Once the end started to smolder, she waved it around us and a small area with a table full of jars and dried plants. A sweet burning smoke filled the tent.

      Instinctively, I reached into my coat pocket, looking for the inhaler I used to depend on.

      Silly girl.

      Someday I’d get used to the fact that I wouldn’t bleed out when I got cut, my heart wouldn’t stop because I overexerted myself, and lastly, I wouldn’t need my freaking inhaler for any reason ever again.

      “There. Now we have some privacy.” Satra snuffed the burning herb bundle into a bowl and set it aside, returning her attention to the brew.

      “What did you just burn?” I asked.

      “Sage, dragon’s blood, lavender, and a bit of yarrow.” She stirred the brew a couple of times. “Combined with the ancient words, it creates a spell to keep out nosy eavesdroppers, such as my great-great-great-great grandson.”

      “Leo?”

      “Mmhm.” Satra nodded.

      “That’s a lot of greats. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “In our world, anything is.”

      “I’m learning that.” I rocked on my heels. “Can I help with anything?”

      “Yes, bring me the jar filled with spikes, the jar with poppy seeds, and a garlic head hanging from the ceiling.” She gave the brew one more stir and hobbled around the fire to the far end of her tent, where she retrieved three twigs of different colors. “What are you waiting for? Get a move on.”

      I found the garlic first before turning to the table covered with jars. Dusty glass containers filled the worn wooden surface. I picked each of them up one by one, checking their contents. One had bones. Another had some dried mushrooms. I eventually found the poppy seeds, then held up a jar that contained what looked like small thorns.

      “Is this it?”

      “Da.” Satra nodded and broke the twigs in her hand into tiny pieces, letting them fall into the boiling potion below.

      I brought the jars to the cauldron.

      Satra took the poppy seeds jar, unscrewed the lid, and tossed a pinch of seeds into the pot before screwing the lid back on. She repeated this with the thorns, but more carefully. The potion fizzled and bubbled as the new ingredients were added. From the folds of her colorful skirt, she produced a couple of brown bottles. Two drops from each fell into the brew. Satra gave the potion another stir and then turned to me.

      She took my hand and sliced open one finger with a silver dagger I hadn’t seen in her hand a moment before.

      “Ouch.” I yanked my hand back, but the cut healed as three drops fell from the wound into the potion below.

      “Calm down, or your lover will come bursting onto our land and get himself killed.” She mixed the contents of the pot. “I needed your blood because this potion is only for you to consume.”

      I massaged my finger, the pink scar already fading. “You should have given me warning. I might be immortal now, but not too long ago, I could have bled to death from a cut.”

      “Ah, my apologies.” Satra nodded.

      “What did you mean my lover would burst in here? I thought no one could hear us?”

      “Hear, no, but you and Traian are connected. You share the same blood—he took yours when he turned you with his. Therefore, he can feel your emotions, even if there is a distance of space between you.”

      Well, that explained how he would appear in my room when I awakened abruptly or if I was distraught. If he can feel me, can I do the same for him?

      “If you have training and know what to look for,” Satra answered my unspoken question. “You’ve only been undead for a few weeks. These skills take years to master.”

      “That is so creepy,” I muttered.

      Satra chuckled. “We’ll cover that later, but now let’s focus on this brew. The base of this mixture is lavender, moon water, and a pine pitch. Boil until the pitch and lavender dissolves. Can take several hours.” She wagged her crooked finger in the air. “Add elder, yew, and dragon’s blood twigs, a pinch of hawthorn spikes, poppy seeds, a few drops of the recipient’s blood…” She took the garlic from my hand. “And garlic.” She dropped the entire unpeeled bulb into the liquid. “Now we let this simmer for twenty-four hours, and then you’ll have a fresh batch of protective potion.”

      She added a log of wood to the fire and then limped to her chair. I followed her and sat on the stool she pointed to.

      “Now, we have about forty minutes before you must go home. Are you going to ask me why I’m so old?”

      I smoothed my jeans over my knees. “Why?”

      Her half-cataracted eyes twinkled in the firelight. “I can’t die until my rightful heir is born.”

      I mulled over that statement in my head for moment. “What do you mean by ‘rightful heir’?”

      “She must be born to my line in the clan…”

      “She?”

      “Yes, only a female can learn my craft. Only she can speak the ancient language and wield the magic power of my people. Until she arrives, I cannot die, even though I have been ready for many years.” Satra tucked a tattered quilt over her lap. “It’s our curse.”

      “Who cursed you?”

      “The goddess. With great power comes a price. You will pay that price, too, someday. Energy doesn’t just come from nothing. It has a source, and there is always a cost.”

      We sat in silence for a moment. Thousands of questions swirled around in my brain. The more I learned about the world of magic, the more I realized how little I knew.

      “The rest of your people don’t live as long as you do, right?”

      “That is correct, except for the Bălibaşa.”

      “Bali- who?”

      Satra laughed. “The Bălibaşa. He’s the chief of the clan. He also lives until the rightful heir is born to him. We all thought Bogdan, his son, was the one. Alas, we were wrong.”

      “How do you know when the rightful heir is born?”

      “For the crone witch, she must have the mark of the tribe on her right hand when she comes out of the womb. For the Bălibaşa, he must have the mark of the lion on his chest, because the lion is the head of this tribe.”

      Girls become witches, and boys become chiefs. Seemed so sexist. Why couldn’t guys have magic powers, like Padrick? What was wrong with a female chief?

      “There is nothing wrong with either, my child.”

      “You can read my mind?”

      “Loud and clear. The elf needs to teach you how to block your thoughts. Ha, your strigoi lover can teach you that, too. But they probably can’t hear you yet.” Satra pulled at the shawl she wore last time I’d seen her. Its red fabric was embroidered with flowers, leaves, and vines made of green, black, and golden thread.

      The rest of our time together, Satra told me how to use the potion and when. I had my doubts at first, but then I remembered the concoction I’d drunk the night before. It had worked, but I could still taste the foulness in my mouth.

      “It’s not going to make me sick like the last stuff you gave me, is it?” I stood and peeked into the bubbling cauldron.

      “No, this one should be calming, and also cloaking.” Satra glanced around the room and then focused her glazed eyes on me. “It will hide your powers from any vampire who would try to sample your blood, thinking it contains something they want.”

      I was grateful for this, remembering my earlier fears about Octavian.

      When our time was done, I thanked her, and was escorted back out of the clan’s territory.

      Traian waited for me at the edge of the magic barrier. As soon as I cleared the mist, I was lifted into his arms.

      “What did she do to you? I felt your pain.”

      We took to the air before I could open my mouth to say anything.

      “No pain,” I was finally able to tell him. “Just a little prick of the finger. It was more that it shocked me. You know…lingering, human-related PTSD.”

      “I almost broke the treaty and came to get you.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t. It’s best if we don’t piss off the clan. We’ll need them as allies when the war comes.”

      “War?” Traian’s eyes flared red.

      In that moment, I realized I had had no idea where that last sentence had come from, but as I checked with my gut, I knew I had spoken the truth. War? What war? I shook my head. “I don’t know why I said that.”

      “If there is a war, you and I are running away. I will not fight another battle against an enemy that will win.”

      I placed my palm against his right cheek. “My love, when the battle comes, we will win. That is why I’m here.”

      “I won’t lose you, too.” His voice cracked. “I should have never followed you out of that cemetery and opened my heart. But now I have, and I can’t go back. I will not stand guard over your grave too.” Traian’s eyes drifted from my face to the ground hundreds of feet below.

      “You won’t have to.” I kissed his jaw and then his lips.

      We stopped moving and just hovered high above the mountains, tasting each other’s lips as clouds drifted around us. An uncontrollable hunger exploded inside my core. I wanted his blood, his body, and his soul, and I wouldn’t be satisfied until I had it all. Traian broke the contact between our lips first.

      “I really need to teach you how to hunt.”

      Hunt? I already have my prey. Maybe I can have him for dessert. Practicalities first, though, especially if I was going to stay ‘alive’ for the next seven years.

      We landed on a ledge overlooking a deep valley. Down below, I detected a small herd of deer, a mountain sheep clambering up the side of a cliff opposite us, and a pack of wolves somewhere on the other end of the snow-covered vale.

      “I know you can sense the different animals out here. But you must forget these creatures and look beyond. Do you see something even bigger?” Traian stood behind me with his hands on my shoulders.

      It took a moment before I realized he wasn't talking about this valley, but the next one over. And yes, on the edge of that forest was a black bear, foraging for food after waking up from winter’s sleep.

      I turned and looked at Traian. “You want me to hunt a bear?”

      “Yes,” he said with a straight face.

      “Okay.” Yeah, sure, no problem. I’ve just never hunted in my life.

      The thirst in my throat burned.

      “He will sense you. You must make your approach quickly but try not to scare him. A northern route would be advisable.”

      Leaping from cliff to cliff, we reached the edge of the woods faster than I had thought possible. I crouched behind some bushes and spotted the furry beast. The bear sensed me as well.

      I waited until he got used to my presence and put his nose back down in the snowy brush. In a second, I was on him and breaking his neck with my arms as easy as snapping a dried twig. The bear slumped to the ground with a thump.

      I couldn't believe it. I killed him. I killed a bear. Oh my God.

      If only my sister and mother could see me now… Maybe not a good idea, as I would probably terrify them.

      I didn't wait for Traian to tell me what to do next. Instinct had fully taken over. I pulled the beast’s neck back and ripped his flesh open with my mouth, exposing the veins.

      Blood.

      Warm, life-saving blood flowed into my mouth. With each gulp, I could feel my body come alive. This was different than drinking preheated, weeks-old, human blood. This creature had been alive only seconds ago. The satisfaction that came from the freshness nearly sent me into a euphoric bliss.

      By the time Traian arrived, I’d sucked the bear dry, sating my hunger. Now I understood what it meant to drink right from the source.

      “Feel better?” Traian eyed me with a grin.

      I nodded and wiped a bit of blood from my chin.

      “That was quite the kill. It’s as if you knew what to do.”

      I looked down at the wilted, furry carcass. How had I known what to do? It had happened so quickly.

      Traian pulled out a handkerchief from his coat and wiped the rest of the blood off my face. “It doesn’t matter. Now you know what it feels like to hunt. You need to rely more on that than the blood bank.”

      “Why?”

      “It will sustain you longer. Eventually, you will learn to hunt humans as well.”

      I gulped. “I’d rather not.”

      “You can’t shy away from who you are, Everly, as much as it disgusts you.”

      I remembered the conflicting feelings I had in the morgue, yet now I drank blood from a cup twice a day as if it were tea. Where had my disdain gone? Maybe Traian was right.

      “We must burn the remains to cover our tracks.” He stuffed the handkerchief into the bear’s open mouth and helped me build a pyre, on which we laid the bear. When he pulled out a small bottle of fuel and a lighter from his coat pocket, I stopped him.

      “Let me try something.”

      I pressed my hands against the kindling and willed sparks to come from my hands.

      Nothing happened.

      “Well, that's inconvenient,” I muttered.

      But then Traian was on me, his mouth on mine. The next thing I knew, there was a tingling in my hands. White flames flew from them, and the fire crackled within minutes. The wet wood hissed as smoke and steam rose into the sky. On the eastern horizon, a hint of dawn crept over the mountains.

      And just like that, I’d killed my first bear, drunk the blood from my first living creature, and burned its body using my own magic.
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      I fell into a routine with the boys in the evening. When I woke up, Traian would have me practice fighting for a couple of hours. Then Padrick would pick me up for his lessons.

      Two days into training with Traian, he introduced swords. Damn, those were fun. I cut myself several times, and the initial fear that I would bleed out evaporated as I watched the cut bind itself within seconds. Even Traian watched with wide eyes.

      “That's new.”

      I glanced up at him. “What is?”

      “You shouldn’t start healing until you’ve been undead for at least four years. Your injuries can heal, but it takes a lot longer.”

      Well, hell. Why can’t I have just one normal undead thing?

      We practiced for another hour and then hung up our swords.

      Before Padrick came to pick me up for my Zen lessons, Traian took me hunting again. This time I caught a deer. When we were finished, we burned its body like we had the bear’s the day before. The deer wasn’t as satisfying as the bear had been, but it was so much better drinking its blood than sucking down the stuff that had been sitting in a plastic bag.

      Padrick met me sometime before midnight, and we did a meditation on top of another mountain peak. This time he introduced me to some more gemstones.

      “You probably remember this stone, the amethyst. While it’s a protective stone, it is also good for channeling energy. Clear quartz crystal. It is also good for channeling.” Then he picked up a black, shiny stone. “Hematite. This is for grounding you and anchoring your energy into the earth.” He handed me a bracelet with tiny beads made of the stone. “Wear this. It might help keep your powers from exploding the way they tend to.”

      He went over several more stones and arranged them in a pattern before me. Sort of a like a grid.

      “Does this mean anything?” I felt stupid asking the question, because I knew that, just like with Traian, everything he did had a reason. Everything.

      “Yes, I’ll explain that on a different day.”

      We did another deep breathing session, focusing on our energy fields and the unique sounds of our bodies. I detected his energy field very quickly, and his signature sound as well.

      “Very good. Now you can tell when I'm approaching from a distance just by listening,” Padrick said with a hint of pride in his voice.

      In the next moment, I sensed another presence closing in on us at an incredible pace. It felt very primal, yet a deep, intelligent mind resided within the creature. Padrick pushed me behind him, just as a large, gray wolf appeared over the cliff. The animal’s fur shimmered and glowed in the moonlight. His silver eyes flashed green.

      One of the Carpatian gypsy clansmen. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Padrick readied to tackle the wolf, but I placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “It's okay. Satra sent him.”

      The next moment, the wolf disappeared, and before us stood a guy about my age, but with silver streaks through his dark shoulder-length hair. His bare chest bore a circular tattoo, and he wore a loin cloth that matched the fur of the wolf he’d been a second ago.

      “Satra will see you tomorrow night. You must come alone, without the elf or the undead boyfriend.” He turned to leave, but then stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “Be there right after sunset.”

      “I will.”

      I picked up a subtle change in Padrick’s scent and glanced at the elf, then back at the half-naked man. I could tell they were exchanging an inaudible communication.

      The guy turned to leave.

      “Wait.”

      The man shot me a glance over his shoulder, his now green eyes with silver specks boring into mine.

      “What is your name?”

      “Ari.”

      Then he disappeared as quickly as he had arrived.

      When I peered over the side of the cliff, I just caught a glimpse of silver leaping down the mountain away from us.

      “Oh my gosh, I just thought of something.” I covered my mouth with both hands. “Is he a werewolf?”

      “No, he's a shapeshifter, a vârcolac. There are no werewolves,” Padrick said.

      “I like him.” I watched the wolf disappear over the ridge across the valley.

      “Come on, we should probably get you home before your undead boyfriend comes looking for you.”

      Padrick’s words repeated in my head. Undead. It wasn’t the word itself, but the disgust in his voice when he said it that didn’t sit well with me.

      “Hey, you know when you say stuff like that, you are also talking about me. I don’t care what history you and Traian have, but I’m like him now.”

      Padrick whirled around to face me. “You are nothing like him or any of them.”

      “You say that because you knew me as a human.” I frowned.

      “I knew Traian as a human, too.”

      “Really?”

      I knew they had a long, tumultuous past and that both had lived through several millennia, but I never thought of where it all began. I only knew that Evelina had started the process.

      A girl. Two guys… Why didn’t I realize this before?

      “You both loved Evelina.”

      Padrick’s nostrils flared. His hands balled into fists. “She was the last love of my life.”

      “And she chose Traian over you.”

      The corner of his left eye twitched.

      “Breathe.” I placed a hand on his chest, over where his elven heart pounded at an unprecedented rate. “When you’re ready to talk about what happened, I will listen. It’s obvious you’re still hurting.”

      His warm hand covered mine. “Thank you,” he whispered. “You must hear the story at some point, as it concerns you.”

      Me? Then why won’t he or Traian tell me anything?

      Was it so painful that they didn’t want to share? Or were the events of the past so laden with expectations of what I must do, that they didn’t want to overburden me? Regardless, I needed to know. How was I supposed to change the future if I didn’t know what had already happened?

      Padrick led me down the mountain, through the valley, and up over the ridge to the other side, where the entrance to the Carpatian coven’s cave lay hidden in the drifts of snow.

      When we arrived at the gate, Traian was waiting for us. Padrick said goodbye without a hug or a kiss, and just left. The drooping of his shoulders made me feel guilty for bringing up Evelina. Eventually, the story would need to be discussed.

      Traian took my hand. “Do you need to change your clothes before you go to Satra’s?”

      “I’m not going tonight.” I gave a slight shake of my head.

      “Good.” He pulled me in for a long, lingering kiss.

      My hands zinged and crackled. What is it about the chemistry between us that ignites my powers? I remembered the hematite bracelet and imagined an invisible barrier surrounding my hands, diffusing the energy. The pulsing flow of electricity softened its force, and a glimmer of hope sparked in my heart.

      Just maybe…

      Traian broke away after a few moments and led me into the cave. Back in our quarters, I showed him some of the crystals that Padrick had given me. He said nothing, but his face got serious—well, more serious than usual.

      “What’s wrong?”  I placed the crystals inside my coffin.

      “Evelina worked with crystals. So did Eva.”

      “Oh yeah?” I gathered my things for a bath. “So do humans. My friend Mindy always wears them and keeps a little pouch of stones in her pocket.”

      A pang of sadness again rolled through my body at the thought of Mindy. It had been almost three weeks since I’d seen her. What was she doing right this second? I remembered the sweet poem she’d read at my funeral. She’d always been there for me, but who was going to be there for her as she mourned my loss?

      “Oh, my love.” Traian took me into his arms just as the sobs came pouring out.

      I didn’t want him to see me like this. I wanted to run and hide at the bottom of the lake again—go where nobody could see or hear me, but Traian formed a protective cocoon.

      “Don’t run away. Let me be here for you,” he whispered into my ear between sobs.

      That’s all it took. I clung to his body and unleashed the floodgates. The ground beneath us shook, but I didn’t completely lose control and the cave didn’t collapse around me. He just held me as I let the waves of emotion roll over me like a wild tempest.

      When I eventually calmed down, he carried me into the bathroom and set me on the granite countertop while he filled the bath with steaming water. I turned to the mirror behind me and gasped at my reflection. I looked like an actor from some horror flick, with streaks of crimson running from my eyes down my neck. I glanced at Traian. The front of his leather jacket was covered with my bloody tears.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whimpered. “I didn’t realize...”

      “Shh.” Traian was in front of me, his finger over my lips. “Never apologize for showing emotion. It’s the one thing that makes you human. Hold onto that as long as you can, because eventually, it will fade.”

      He bent his head down and kissed my bloodstained cheek. A low growl vibrated in his throat. “You taste so good.” The next moment, he was by the door. “I’m sorry, that was inappropriate. Please accept my apologies.”

      “What was inappropriate?” My mind whirled at his odd behavior. “You can have me. Please.”

      “Don’t.” He held up a hand. “Don’t ask me, another strigoi, to take your blood. Once I do, you and I will be bonded for the rest of our lives. When two strigoi share each other’s blood, the bond deepens. You will feel everything I feel. Don’t make that commitment unless you are one hundred percent sure.”

      “I am one hundred percent sure.” I jumped off the counter and stepped forward.

      “Stop.” He backed out the door. “Please don’t do this.”

      “Why don’t you want me?” I demanded. “Why do you keep pushing me away? Are you not one hundred percent sure about me?”

      Traian closed his eyes and groaned as he rocked his head in different directions. “I do. I am. You are all I want.”

      “Okay, then that settles it. Let’s do it.”

      Traian’s eyes flashed open. He had me against the back wall of the bathroom, his body pinning me against the hard surface. “It’s not that simple. Before you make these kinds of decisions, you must make sure you are willing to live with the consequences.”

      “I am.” I breathed in deeply, taking in his scent. Oh yes.

      There it was. He wanted me just as badly as I wanted him. Even through the layers of leather he wore, I could feel certain parts of his body reacting to the proximity of mine. I arched my pelvis into him.

      But he pulled away.

      I couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t go for it, if he wanted me. Am I not good enough for him?

      We stood like this, motionless, for what felt like an eternity before he stepped away. He walked out of the room without saying a thing and closed the door.

      Eventually I peeled myself from the wall and undressed before slipping into the bath and completely submerged my entire body.

      The water turned pink as new tears flowed from my eyes.
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      I awakened the following evening alone. Usually, Traian stood over me to welcome me to a new night, but I could feel him far on the other side of the cave complex, in his office. Even Storm wasn’t anywhere nearby. When I climbed out of my coffin, I found, on a chair next to my wardrobe, that Traian had laid out the clothes I should wear to Satra's training. This included a long, black skirt, a corseted top, and a leather jacket. A pair of heavy leather boots stood at attention on the floor.

      Someone with a racing heartbeat approached my room through the tunnel. It was the human servant girl I’d seen before. She held out a cup of steaming blood.

      “The master asked me to give this to you,” she said in broken English.

      “Thank you.” I took the cup from her. “Remind me of your name.”

      “Verona. At your service, mistress.”

      “Thank you, Verona. Have you seen my cat?”

      “She’s keeping the master company in his office.”

      “Is she now…” I sipped the blood, hoping it would help me swallow some of the annoyance I felt.

      “He also said to please get dressed and come to the office when you are ready. The master will escort you to the Romani Clan.”

      “Thank you for the information. You can let him know I will be going alone.” I downed the rest of the liquid and handed her the cup. “Also, can you make sure Storm is fed, please?”

      “Yes, mistress.” Verona bowed deeply and disappeared from the room.

      I opened my closet and pulled out a pair of blue jeans, a white t-shirt, and a brown leather jacket, but I did put on the brown leather boots Traian had left out for me. I ran a brush through my hair and tied the red locks into a ponytail. One quick check to make sure I looked presentable, and then I headed for the exit.

      Traian blocked my way when I got to the tunnel heading out of the cave. “You are not going alone.”

      “Satra asked me to.”

      “You cannot travel alone outside of this cave. It’s too dangerous.”

      At this point, arguing with him was as pointless as trying to empty the ocean using a spoon. I grabbed his arm and pulled him along through the tunnels to the exit. We passed a couple of the guards as they opened the thick concrete and steel door. Once outside, I faced Traian.

      “Use your senses. Are there any creatures out there that could harm me?”

      His nostrils flared, and he closed his eyes for a second. When they opened again, his irises glowed red. “A vârcolac.”

      “The wolf?”

      He gave a slight nod.

      “That’s Ari. He’s here to make sure I come alone.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      I stepped back. “You don’t have to. You can wait for me here if you like. I’m only going to be gone for a few hours.” I turned and leapt off the side of the cliff, plunging into the snow drifts below without giving the man I loved any sign of affection.

      I was done playing this game with him. If he isn’t ready to commit and doesn’t want to take me seriously, there will be no more kisses or touchy-touchy nonsense.

      Even though I thought this, my heart ached to feel his hands on my skin and his lips on my mouth. I pushed all these distracting feelings aside and focused on the pull of magic drawing me toward the Romani camp on the other side of the mountains.

      Ari stood in wolf form on the ridge where I was headed. I passed him at a distance, and he followed me, maintaining the space between us. Of all the gypsy clan people I’d met thus far, I liked him the most. Something about him made him approachable. Even in his animal form, he had a gentleness about his spirit, despite the ferocious appearance of his teeth and paws the size of dinner plates. I also felt a strong connection to him.

      We passed through the clan boundary, and I stopped and knelt on the icy ground. The wolf halted two hundred feet from me and turned his silvery green eyes on me.

      I lowered my head until the back of my neck was exposed.

      Ari let out a low growl, which I interpreted as ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      I said nothing and just stayed there, waiting. I didn’t know why I felt the need to do this or what it meant, but inside my heart, I felt that this display of vulnerability was the key to establishing trust.

      Or this could be the stupidest thing I’d ever do, and it would be the end of me.

      Either way, it needed to be done.

      Someone watched us. They were too far away for me to determine who, but I hoped that they would witness a powerful exchange that would seal an alliance between me and the clan. I wondered why I had chosen Ari instead of Leo. My heart gave me the answer instantly.

      I feel more comfortable with Ari. I’m not so sure Leo wouldn’t take the kill.

      The wolf approached slowly, stalking me like I was his prey.

      I hoped this worked. And I hoped that whoever was watching wasn’t Traian, because the last thing I needed was for him to try to rescue me.

      I felt Ari’s nose sniff my head, and then he laid down next to me, resting the side of his furry head next to mine.

      Out of the brush came a thunderous roar. A heavy beast landed on top of me. Ari whimpered and cowered back but never left my side. A large paw rolled me onto my back, and I came face to face with a massive lion with glowing green eyes.

      Leo.

      He blasted my face with hot air and growled, inches away. “What do you think you are doing?”

      I blinked. It took me a second to realize he was talking to me.

      “I didn’t know you could communicate in animal—”

      My words were cut off as his mouth closed around my throat. I gulped, feeling his sharp teeth pressing against my flesh.

      Maybe this wasn’t the best idea after all.

      “Either you are an idiot, or you are trying to trick us.” His breath was hot against my skin.

      “There is no trick here, Leo.”

      I kept my voice calm, as if being held down by a lion was as common as getting dressed in the morning. I also wanted to keep my body from sending out any signals of distress to Traian. He didn’t need to know about this.

      The vârcolac breathed deeply, but kept his mouth clamped down on my neck.

      “I could kill you right now,” he rumbled against my throat.

      “Why don’t you?” I whispered.

      His jaw tightened, pressing his razor fangs deeper into my skin, but not enough to bring up blood.

      “Leo. What are you doing, my son?”

      I couldn’t turn my head because of the lion’s mouth, but I recognized the voice.

      Satra. How did she get here so quickly?

      Leo released my neck and turned toward the crone’s voice as she continued to speak.

      “Can’t you see? She’s not our enemy. No fiend has ever demonstrated the ritual of submission to our clan before. She is our hope. Look past the racism that controls your heart, my son, and see the truth. Her soul is pure.” Satra’s tone seemed ethereal.

      I turned in her direction and sucked in my breath. It wasn’t Satra standing there, but a dreamy, translucent form of her. She looked like a goddess, her gray hair flowing behind her head and white gown glowing in the darkness.

      “Now come, child. I am in need of your blood.” Her image disappeared.

      “No!” Leo leapt into the space where she had been. He turned to me with angry green eyes. “I forbid you to poison her with your filth.”

      I lay there speechless. Was she asking me to donate my blood to her? I’d never given my blood to anyone before she and I had worked on the potion two nights prior. Traian had refused it, stating that it could create some eternal bond I wasn’t ready for. So if I gave my blood to Satra, did that mean she was bound to me? There were so many rules and laws within the magical world that I knew nothing of.

      A bear appeared to our left. A silent exchange of information took place before the bear disappeared into the woods again. Leo let out a ferocious roar and then transformed into the towering human I was used to seeing. The entire time, Ari had lain next to me, motionless.

      Leo turned his gaze to me. “If she dies, I’m killing you. Let’s go.”

      I didn’t move at first. Ari lifted his head and licked the side of my face. Right then, I knew that, no matter what happened tonight, I had made an ally for life. Maybe that was my purpose—to unite the various creatures. History had shown that no one could stand against Octavian alone, but together, we might have a chance.

      Ari backed away. In a bright, shimmering light, he transformed into his human form and extended a hand. I took it, and he pulled me to my feet with little effort.

      “Thank you.” I bowed my head.

      He squeezed my hand and let go. Together, we followed Leo through the woods at a quick pace. The route we took was different than on my previous visits. We didn’t even go anywhere near the camp. The bear was waiting outside Satra’s tent when we arrived. Leo and I went inside, but Ari stayed outside with the bear.

      A woman hovered over Satra’s collapsed body, which lay on the ground near the fire. Leo rushed to kneel at the crone’s other side. The woman spoke with Leo in hushed tones in a language I didn’t understand. He growled in response and the woman shook her finger at him and pointed at me. Both turned their attention to me.

      “This is madness,” Leo muttered and stood.

      “You must give her your blood, or she’ll die—along with all the knowledge of her gifts. If she dies, our clan will too. The protections will fade, and we’ll be exposed to the real evil.” The woman spoke perfect English.

      I took a step forward. “She is my only hope in learning who I truly am. Please, let me save her,” I pleaded, focusing my gaze on Leo. “What must I do to prove to you I’m not your enemy?”

      He held my gaze for a long time before sighing. His shoulders lowered slightly. “Do what you must.” He stepped aside.

      And that was the problem. I didn’t know what to do. Was I just supposed to bite my wrist and drop some blood into her mouth, like I’d seen in movies? How much did I need to give her? Would it work? The woman and Satra seemed to think so.

      I knelt next to the crone’s still body and pulled back the sleeve of my leather coat. I bit down hard on the side of my wrist and placed the open wound over her mouth. Three drops of dark, crimson blood fell into the slight opening of Satra’s lips before my skin mended itself.

      We all waited, but nothing happened. She had no heartbeat, and her lungs had stopped moving. Shouldn’t someone give her CPR while we’re waiting? Maybe she needs more of my blood.

      I brought my wrist to my mouth to try again, when the woman’s hand shot up.

      “Wait. It’s working.”

      “How can you…”

      I stopped as tiny silver specks of light flittered around Satra’s body.

      From above us, an orb of light the size of a tennis ball came down and slipped through her mouth. Satra’s chest rose and fell as her heart started to pump blood again.

      Everyone inside the tent sighed in relief.

      The woman reached across Satra’s body and took my hand. “Thank you.” Tears filled her eyes. She turned to Leo. “Say something, you stubborn cat.”

      “Pff.” He whirled around and exited the tent.

      “Don’t mind my husband. I’m Zela.” The woman smiled at me. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Satra told us years ago that you would be coming, but no one listened.”

      I lowered my gaze to the woman still lying on the floor. “Will she be okay?”

      “Yes. Give her a moment for the spirit to settle into her body again.”

      “Spirit?”

      Zela rocked back on her heels. “She sent her spirit into the woods to stop Leo from tearing your head off.” She shook her head. “Very risky at her age. Her spirit may not have returned, which means she would have died.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “To save you.”

      I met her gaze. “I’m so sorry for causing this. I only meant to demonstrate my loyalty to the clan.”

      “And that you have, twice.”

      “Twice?”

      “Your submission to Ari and Leo, and then saving our matriarch.” She reached across and took my hand again. “We are allies now.”

      “How can you be sure? Leo doesn’t seem to like it.”

      “Never mind him. He might be the Bălibaşa, but the crone is the one who runs the show.”

      Satra coughed and slowly rolled to her side.

      Zela released my hand to help the elderly woman up. “Welcome back, mother.”

      “Thank you for guarding my corpse until I returned.” Satra slowly rose to sit up. She patted my knee. “Good girl. This is just the beginning of the great things we’ll see from you.”

      Every time I heard this kind of compliment, I squirmed inside. Part of it was the pressure. Another was the attention. I didn’t want to do great things, I just wanted to learn who I was.

      “Well, that is all for today,” Satra said. “Thank you for extending my mortal life for another few years. Hopefully we’ll have an heir by then, so I may finally rest in peace.”

      Zela assisted the old woman to her feet. I stood up too. Satra turned, took both my hands, and kissed them.

      “Thank you, my child. We will continue your training tomorrow night. Take the small bundle on the table on your way out. It’s the potion we made two nights ago.”

      When she released my hands, I threw my arms around her.

      “Oh,” she gasped in startlement, accepting my embrace. “You are a dear.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered and stepped back.

      Leo and Ari stood a few feet away from the tent when I came outside.

      “I can find my way home.” I tucked the small packet inside my coat pocket.

      “We will escort you to the border.” Leo motioned in the direction.

      The lion and the wolf in human form walked with me through the forest in silence. At the boundary, I stopped and turned to Ari. He bowed his head, gave Leo a side glance, and then crushed me to his warm body in a hug.

      “Thank you,” he whispered into my ear.

      When he released me, Leo stepped forward.

      “I’m not into hugs.” He extended his hand. “But I will honor your gesture tonight.”

      I gave him my hand, which seemed so small inside his. “I’m still learning, Leo, but I know I can trust you, even if you are not ready to trust me yet.”

      I took my leave of them and crossed back over to the coven’s territory.

      Padrick was waiting for me at the top of the ridge. I shook my head. He got the message, nodded, and disappeared through a crevasse in the ice.

      Across the valley, high on a cliff, stood Traian. I shook my head again, and he bowed and slipped inside the cave entrance.

      I needed alone time to process what had happened. And I needed to hunt without an audience.

      A small herd of sheep huddled off a cliff on the ridge to my left. One had wandered away, three hundred feet above the rest of the group.

      Sorry, fella.

      Three leaps, and dinner was served. I placed his carcass on the cliff ledge and thought of kissing Traian. Within seconds, sparks flew from my hand and lit the fur in a blaze. The wind carried his ashes away, leaving no trace of the life that had once been.
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      The following night, Traian wasn’t available for training. Verona brought me my breakfast, and then I got dressed. After, Padrick arrived and walked me to the border of the Romani clan’s territory. We didn’t talk the entire way, which was fine with me, as I wasn’t in the mood.

      Right before I stepped through the barrier, he finally spoke up.

      “I know something is bothering you.”

      “Many things bother me, Padrick, can you be more specific?”

      I shouldn’t have been so snappy with him. He hadn’t done anything.

      He placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “This life is challenging, and magic is hard, but you have more strength than anyone I know. You don’t have to do this alone.”

      “Whatever you say.” I stepped back. “They’re waiting for me.” I turned and walked through the barrier onto the gypsy land.

      Two wolves I hadn’t met before waited for me on the other side and walked me to the crone's tent. We passed the main camp, but nobody stood around the fire. The place looked abandoned, but I could sense the clan’s presence in the surrounding tents and caravans. We continued through the woods to Satra’s abode. The entrance flaps were wide open, allowing the cold air in. I walked in and quickly saw why.

      The fire was three times larger than normal and the tent felt like an oven. Three kettles bubbled over an open fire inside. Satra was hunched over, holding a cane with one hand and stirring the pot with the other.

      How is she not catching this place on fire?

      “There is much to learn today, Everly. We are running out of time.” Satra cranked her head in my direction. “Have you tried the protective potion?”

      “Not yet.”

      “That is too bad. Make sure you try it soon.” She shuffled her feet to the next cauldron. “We have three tonics today. First, calming and protection. Behind you is a red, wooden tray with the ingredients. Follow my instructions.”

      I brought the tray over as asked.

      “Two pinches of laurel bay, a string of sage, two Rowan tree twigs, and one pinch each of the emerald and fluorite powder. Mix together and let simmer for two hours.” She moved to the next kettle, waiting for me to finish adding all the ingredients to the first.

      “Now.” Satra pointed to another tray behind me with her walking stick. “That black one is for a disguising spell that will keep nosy people unaware of your magic powers. A cloaking spell, if you’d like.”

      I picked up the next tray and came to stand by her.

      “Two pinches of dandelion seed. Five pinches of poppy seeds. Three pieces of alder bark, and a handful of dried agapanthus petals.” From her skirt folds, she pulled out two bottles of oil. “Essence of dragon’s blood tree. And bat blood. This is also for cloaking. I figured you could use more than normal, considering your lack of control.

      “If you take three drops of the calming, two of the protection and disguise, you should be good for several days. You must try these potions out tonight to see if you need to adjust the dosage.” Now she hobbled to the final kettle. “This is for connection. If you need to connect with your lover or someone who is far away, this allows you to see where they are. You cannot talk to them, but it allows you to ‘check’ on them.”

      Not once during our training did she ask about the silver chalice or what I had seen.

      I left the gypsy encampment sometime after two o'clock in the morning. Traian waited at the edge of the boundary when I returned. He wrapped his arms around me, and in the next moment, we were in the sky, flying high up above the mountains. I was exhausted from all the spellwork and potion making, but the moment the moon came out from behind the clouds, everything changed.

      The full orb glowed brightly against the night sky. Every beam that hit my body seemed to energize me. I didn't understand what was happening. I felt like I’d drunk coffee or a strong black tea.

      Traian landed us softly on the field of snow above the entrance of the cave. A couple other strigoi lay out on the cold surface in bathing suits.

      “What's going on here?” I asked.

      “Moon-bathing,” Traian replied. He showed me to a comfortable lounge chair with a fluffy, red blanket draped over the back. “It's a full moon. This is the time when we recharge our bodies, heal old wounds, and prepare for the dark moon, which follows in two weeks.”

      I didn't know what to say as this was not something I'd ever heard of. I recalled the effect of the small amounts of moonbeams on my face on the flight over and knew that he spoke the truth. Eager to absorb more of that moon magic, I took all my clothes off except for my underwear and bra. I relaxed on the lounge, closing my eyes. My skin instantly tingled under the cool light.

      It took me a moment to realize that Traian was still standing there.

      I opened one eye. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      He stood there, focused on my chest—not on my breasts, but on the silver tattoo. I followed his gaze and gasped. Every branch and root of the tree stirred. Little specks of light rose from my skin and sparkled in the moon’s rays.

      Part of me wanted to cover up, but I couldn’t move. I became as enchanted with the phenomenon as Traian had.

      “Whoa,” I whispered.

      “I’ll say.” Rodica appeared on the other side of me. “I would cover that up. It’s so bright, you could probably see it from space.”

      Traian launched into action, pulling the blanket from behind me and tossing it over my torso.

      “It’s a shame to cover that beauty up, but Rodica is right. We don’t want to attract any more unwanted attention,” he said, and began stripping his clothes.

      One of the servants brought another lounge chair for Traian. Rodica and the other two strigoi ventured off down the slope. A guardsman came by with a cup of warm blood for me.

      I drank the blood and relaxed in the moonlight, soaking up the silver rays. I had so many questions, but it felt irreverent to hold a conversation while moon-bathing. The others lay silently a ways down the icefield from us. Plus, Traian didn’t look like he was in the mood to talk.
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      In Padrick’s lessons, we moved between Tai Chi and different types of yoga. But after a couple hours with him, I would hunt. Each day, I relied less on bagged blood, but grew concerned with the supply of animals I needed to stay sated. Traian didn’t seem to worry about it.

      Every other night, I went to the Romani clan to meet with Satra. She taught me various spells and potions. Sometimes we just talked. It was nice to connect with another female. The women in the coven continued to give me a wide berth, so I cherished the few hours I got with Satra.

      And then came the duties around the cave. Each strigoi within the coven had a job, whether it was cleaning the kitchen or the common area, checking the perimeter for any danger, or scrubbing the halls, we all had to do our part to keep the place running. We had servants, but Traian believed in self-reliance.

      I’d done every job but was never allowed to do guard duty, much to my frustration. I much preferred the outdoors to working in the dank cave. At least I had my garden—the next best thing to being outside.

      The plants around my coffin had flourished and grown, just like the plants at my old apartment. I missed the little loft that I’d gotten to live in for only a few months before I died. I missed Seattle and the buzz of the city. I missed my mom and Stella. What I wouldn’t give to get one of their dozens of daily text messages, or have my mother show up unannounced.

      What if I could just check in on them?

      I ran to the control center where Cornell sat at his desk with a curious expression on his face when I barged in.

      “Can I borrow one of your computers?” I asked.

      “What for?” he asked.

      “I want to check on my sister's Instagram account. She posts stuff from the museum a lot, and I just want to see her face.”

      “Terrible idea,” Cornell said. “It’s essential you break all contact with your family. They will die shortly, and you will live for a long time. The sooner you let them go, the easier it will be for you to move forward in your new life.”

      “I just want to see her face.”

      crackle crackle crackle

      My hands… God dammit.

      I quickly gripped the bracelet of hematite that Padrick had given me and tried to take deep breaths to calm myself down, but the crackling continued. The overhead lights and all the screens in the room flickered.

      Oh, crap. I ran out of the room. I didn't know where else to go, so I went straight to the lake room and jumped in the cold water, hoping I didn't collapse any more parts of the cave on anyone.

      Thankfully, nothing happened, but the frigid water did help to calm my body. When I emerged from the water, Traian sat on a rock on the edge of the lake.

      “Well?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “Well, what?” I glared back at him.

      My body might have felt calm, but my mood hadn’t changed. I took my time getting to the shore.

      “You almost blew out our security system.” Traian rose to his feet.

      “Yeah?” Damn. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to do that.” I stayed in the water. “I just—”

      “I know what you wanted to do,” he said, holding a hand up. “I would like to take you somewhere after you dry off.”

      I climbed out of the lake, dripping wet, and took my shirt and pants off. Verona came in behind me, picked up my sopping clothes, and rushed off down the hall.

      In the bedroom, I found some dry jeans and a black sweater, and slipped my feet into some comfortable leather moccasins. My hair went up into a messy top knot as I didn’t really care about appearances.

      Traian waited for me on the other side of the door. He offered me his hand. I glanced down at it in shock.

      “I want to take you somewhere I haven’t been in several millennia,” he said and swallowed.

      His tapping foot and the way he licked his lips were the first indicators. Then I caught the tone of his scent. It had changed.

      “Are you nervous?” I met his gaze.

      He swallowed again. “I want to show you something.”

      He’s totally nervous.

      I took his hand, trying not to grin from my amusement.

      Some of the tension in his shoulder seemed to lighten as his fingers interwove with mine as he led me through a labyrinth of tunnels into a section of the network of caves that I had not been in yet. I didn’t even know they existed.

      I recalled Traian’s words from that day in Insomnia Café. ‘Miles of caves and underground passages that would take several lifetimes to explore.’ He hadn’t been kidding.

      Deeper and deeper we went until we came to a tiny slit in the wall. He pushed his body in, pulling me along. I slid through easily. The narrow passage seemed to go on forever, when it suddenly opened into a massive cavern full of crystals. Lofty columns of every color imaginable jutted toward the high ceiling. Some were as big as the pillars of the Parthenon. Others lay on the cave floor like fallen trees in the forest.

      “What is this place?” I asked in a whisper.

      “A long time ago, a woman I once knew brought me here. She’d kept them hidden from our enemies. It looks like nobody's been here for the last several thousand years.” He waved at the dazzling gems.

      “Evelina?” I glanced up at him.

      He met my gaze and nodded.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked, pulling my hand free of his.

      “Because this was the last place I made love to the woman who stole my heart five millennia ago.”

      My hands crackled, but I focused on the quiet buzzing of the crystals.

      Don’t think about it.

      I reached with my mind to the spire drawing my attention. I closed my eyes and saw the scene unfold, right next to the big amethyst column. On a bed of rose quartz, they had made love. I could feel his body against mine. Skin to skin.

      Wait, how can I feel his body?

      And just like in all the dreams I’d had of Traian when I was human, I was in someone else’s body.

      Evelina. I bit down a silent curse. How can I ever have Traian, when he’s still haunted by a woman who’s been dead for thousands of years?

      I opened my eyes and saw him standing right in front of me. His eyes glowed red with hunger.

      “I'm sorry I brought you here. That was very inappropriate of me.”

      “Yeah, bringing me to the place you last had sex with the woman you are clearly still in love with is pretty shitty.”

      Keep cool. My hands continued to heat, and there wasn’t any lake around to help chill my growing anger.

      “I apologize, but this was not the purpose.” Traian placed both hands on my shoulders. “These crystals have magical properties, and since Padrick's been teaching you how to use them, I thought maybe you could find the crystal here that might help you.”

      “Help me?” I barked and stepped back out of his reach.

      “Help control your powers,” he said calmly.

      I nodded. I felt foolish. Of course, that's why he brought me here. He wasn't trying to make me jealous or something. Yet every time I closed my eyes, I could feel our bodies together.

      Oh my God. I wanted him so badly, even though I still felt jealous at his connection to Evelina.

      You’re connected to me, too, a woman’s voice whispered in my head.

      I whirled around, half expecting to see her standing next to me, but the only people inside this cavern were me and Traian.

      I slowly turned back to him. My heart contracted, the closest thing to beating. A different kind of hunger rumbled through my core. I'd never been intimate with someone in my life, and I wanted to know what it felt like.

      I scanned the room. Toward the back, on the opposite side of the cave, an orange-pink stone caught my eye. The crystal drew me in, and I moved in its direction. Traian followed me.  We walked past the flat stone of rose quartz.

      I paused and looked right into Traian's eyes.

      “Do you still love her?”

      He didn't answer me right away, which pretty much confirmed the answer I already knew.

      Of course, he still loves her. What a stupid question.

      Intimacy would not happen today.

      I continued to the next burning question. “What does Eva have to do with this woman who you last took as a lover?”

      A flash of pain in his eyes followed by a grimace made me feel guilty for prying.

      “I'm sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” I twisted around, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me around to face him.

      “Yes, I still love her, and I will always love her, but that is in the past.” He paused for a moment. “Eva…I thought she was the one, but then she died. And we never had the connection that Evelina and I had… Still, when Eva died, I closed myself off to everything, including myself.”

      I stared back at Traian in disbelief. He’d never shared this much personal information before.

      “And then you showed up in the cemetery,” he continued. “All the feelings that I had locked inside for thousands of years burst open. You cracked the fortress I’d built around myself. I followed you out of the cemetery onto the street. You were so scared.”

      His hands slid down my arms, taking my hands in his.

      “You ignited emotions I hadn’t felt in a long time, possibly since I was human. All I wanted was to protect you. The closer I got to you, the more I realized I couldn’t live without you.” He lowered his gaze to our joined hands. “When I sat up after your blood had healed me, and saw you in the middle of the street, I knew I had to turn you. I’m sorry, that was selfish of me. I have never turned anyone without their consent.”

      The crackling in my hands had stopped, but my palms still felt warm.

      “Oh, Traian…”

      “Please, let me finish.”

      I nodded and pressed my lips together.

      “I have never felt like this for anyone, not even Evelina. She was the closest, but she's been dead for more than five thousand years.” He cocked his head to the side as if remembering something. “It’s very strange. I thought Eva was Evelina’s spirit reincarnated. Even Padrick believed that.”

      “Padrick?”

      Traian’s mouth twisted as if he’d just ingested someone’s feces. “Oh, I can’t stand his cocky, elfish, ugly face, but he helped me call Evelina’s spirit back into this world.”

      It all made sense. Sort of. I was connected to these two women, but I couldn't figure out what linked us through time and space.

      Is this why I feel so attracted to Traian? Because I’m connected to the women he loved? Is he attracted to me for the same reason? Is it just destiny, something we can’t control, that has us feeling this way about each other?

      I shook all these questions out of my head and placed both of our intertwined hands on his hips. Then I met his gaze.

      “I am who I am. I'm not Eva. And I am sure as hell not Evelina. I am Everly. Even though we share some of the same letters in our names, we are very, very different. If you and I are ever going to be together, I need to know…I need to know that I am who you want to be with, and that I'm not being compared to your past lovers.”

      Traian pulled me closer. I let myself be drawn into his embrace and rested the side of my cheek on his chest. My body seemed to relax for the first time since I’d arrived in Romania. I let him hold me and felt his lips on the top of my head before he rested his cheek there.

      “I will never compare you to anyone. You are Everly Greene, the little redhead that bewitched me with her heart, smile, and kindness that radiates from every pore of her body.” He chuckled. “You do recall I don't like redheads. They usually mean trouble. You definitely have been a lot of trouble. But I would never change a thing. I love you.”

      I closed my eyes and breathed in his scent. He smelled so yummy. Desire roared up again, sending tiny zings of energy through my hands. I really, really wanted to take him, right here on this cave floor, and seal the deal, but we weren't out of the woods yet, with my hands and the uncontrolled power they generated.

      That thought reminded me why we had come to this part of the cave. I pulled away from Traian and took his hand. I led him to the rhodochrosite spire that I had caught a glimpse of a moment ago. How did I know what this is?

      I let go of his hand and placed both palms on the smooth surface. The moment I touched the stone, the buzzing in my body disappeared. I felt peace at last. Oh yes, this is it. This was the right crystal. I almost started to cry tears of joy, because I finally found something that would give me instant results.

      “I need every kind of jewelry made of this stone.” I rested the side of my face on the column. “Earrings, necklaces, and bracelets.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He took a chunk out of the corner with his bare hand. “I will have made whatever you want from this.”

      My heart filled with happiness. I stepped up to him, keeping one hand on the stone. The other, I ran through the back of his hair, and pulled his head to me.

      Our lips met with the fury of lovers who had been apart for far too long.
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      It worked. The harder I kissed him, the more alive my body felt, but there was no tingling in my palms. The stone seemed to absorb all my overflow of energy. Oh my goodness, we might stand a chance. Maybe, just maybe, we could have an intimate relationship.

      I need more of the stone. Can we do it in here?

      Though I continued to kiss him, self-doubt hit like a ton of bricks, crashing into my little blissful moment. Why would he want me? He’d had amazing women in the past—powerful women. And then there’s me. What do I have to offer? What makes me special, besides setting things on fire and causing minor seismic events?

      I wouldn’t be here if it wasn't for Traian. Fate, magic, whatever the silver thread that connected me to these women… none of that didn't matter, I would not be here had he not given me his blood.

      He gave me his blood. That meant I had his memories. I could see for myself.

      I focused on the blood that sluggishly moved through his veins. Slowly but surely, each drop of blood in his body gave off a vibration. I looked for that same vibration inside me. It was there, but slightly changed, probably because of my DNA.

      We are connected.

      Traian pulled his lips away, his brows scrunched up. “What are you thinking about?”

      Good grief. I'd totally spaced out during our little make-out, which was so not cool.

      “Sorry, I'm just trying to figure everything out.” I buried my face in my hands.

      “It's okay,” he said. “We have time. We can take it slow. Don't need to rush anything you aren’t ready for.”

      “Oh yes we do.” I ran both hands through my hair. “We have time, but not as much as you think. Bad things are headed our way, Traian. We must take our chances when we can, or else he will win.”

      Traian straightened his back, as if he could hear something far away. I strained my ears but could not hear whatever it was that had caught his attention. His eyes glazed for a moment and then returned to black.

      “We should go back.”

      “Okay,” I muttered, my fingers brushing against a clear quartz.

      I suddenly found myself sitting in the middle of the cave. Flames of light danced between the pinnacles of crystals. Despite all the surrounding dazzlement, my attention was on the person sitting next to me. Rainbows of light covered Traian’s bare torso and face. His black hair hung behind him like a cape with a couple of strands fluttered in the mild breeze. He looked different.

      Where did his shirt go? I looked down at his legs. Those aren’t the pants he had on a moment ago. He sat cross-legged like me, his palms resting on his knees, facing upward. I watched his chest rise and fall, the muscles contracting and expanding to make room for the flow of air. God, he’s beautiful. And he’s breathing.

      That meant he was alive.

      This is another memory. I let myself play along. If he’s alive, I’m in Evelina’s mind.

      Traian opened his eyes and met my gaze. ‘What are you doing?’

      I heard his voice inside my head, clear as my own thoughts.

      ‘Watching you,’ I responded.

      ‘I’m supposed to be focusing. How can I, when you are so distracting?’ He blinked—the only movement besides his breathing.

      ‘Call the light,’ I said to him. ‘Trust me, there will be far greater distractions in your life than me.’

      These words came from me, but they were not mine. They were Evelina’s.

      Traian closed his eyes and took a deep breath. A moment later, two flames of white light appeared at the center of his palms.

      Joy exploded from my heart like mini firecrackers.

      He did it! He called the light.

      I couldn’t help myself. I leaped into his lap, nearly knocking him back. His hand caught me around the waist and pulled me down against him. Our mouths met in a frenzy of hunger and need. Though we’d only made love that morning, I craved his touch more than ever. His skin vibrated with the flow of magic.

      So this is what the living, breathing Traian felt like…

      I blinked, realizing my thoughts and the thoughts of Evelina and Eva had merged into one cyclone of consciousness. I couldn’t tell where I began or ended or who was who anymore. We were one, and I didn’t care.

      I wanted Traian more than ever. I wanted to feel him.

      I knew this was just a memory, but I wanted to see this through to the end.

      As if he could read my thoughts, the human Traian lowered me down on my back in one smooth move. The sides of my robe slid off and pooled around my naked body.

      My hands searched for the leather ties on his trousers, while his lips moved to my neck and traveled up. A tremor of energy shook my entire body as they brushed against the tips of my ears. I found the ends of the ties and pulled them before pushing his britches down past his muscular ass. My hand lingered on the fine piece of flesh before pushing the leathers off his body.

      The Everly part of me felt naughty, while the Eva part held back her emotions. But Evelina roared with pleasure and lust. This confirmed that I was experiencing Evelina’s memory.

      I turned my head and looked at the reflection in a clear crystal next to us. The woman lying under Traian and staring back at me had silky, blonde curls and green eyes. Then I noticed the pointy tips of her ears and let out a gasp. I’d known she was an elf, but seeing it was something else.

      An elf. A gypsy. And me. What connects us?

      Stop thinking and just enjoy. The voice was mine. I closed my eyes and willed the whirlwind of thoughts and questions out of my head. Dammit, I was going to relish this, even if it was just a memory.

      “Everly!” Traian shouted. His face had changed, eyes turning blood red.

      The rest of the cave dimmed, and I was no longer lying under a naked, breathing Traian. No, he was shaking me.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I pushed him away, leaning against the massive rhodochrosite spire.

      That’s when I noticed the sparks flying from my hands.

      Traian stood a safe distance away. “Dragon’s fire, I haven’t seen you shimmer like this since you touched Eva’s tombstone.”

      “Shimmer?” I sucked in my breath out of habit.

      “Your aura. Strigoi only have black auras, the shroud of death. But yours burst through in silver and white, just like it did that night.”

      I closed my eyes, almost willing myself to go back in time and finish the memory. If he and I couldn’t be together in this lifetime, at least I could relive it through someone else’s eyes.

      “You saw a vision from the past?” His voice carried a mixture of awe and dread.

      I nodded.

      “Blooded beast,” he cursed, and my strigoi ears picked up the sound of his hands running through his hair. “Eva used to have visions all the time.”

      I opened my eyes and met his gaze. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, my love.” He gave me the same pained look that he’d given me when I awakened in the morgue. “We should head back. But I will make something for you out of the stone.” Traian slipped the chunk orange gem into his pocket and held out his hand.

      I let go of the pillar and took it now that my hands had calmed down.

      When we reached the lake room, Rodica waited for us. She gave me her usual callous look before turning to Traian.

      “Satra would like to speak with our newest fledgling. The wolves are upstairs, waiting to escort her.” She handed a file to Traian. “The search results.”

      He made an annoyed sound but released my hand so I could go to my room and get my boots. As I tied the last lace, he came in, holding the file open.

      “Before you go, I have to show you something.”

      I glanced at the page he was looking at and the group photo printed at the bottom. Before he could say anything else, I snatched the file from him, and my eyes zeroed in on one particular person in the picture. Though in black and white, I would recognize her anywhere.

      Grandma Grace.

      She stood next to several gypsy women, who were gathered around an older woman sitting in the middle—Satra.

      I glanced up at Traian. “What the hell?”

      “When you took me to your grandmother’s grave, the name sounded familiar. I had to do some research.” He paused. “I’d heard her name before but couldn’t place her. She’s an enigma, just like Eva.”

      I focused on the photo again. Yup, there she was, right behind Satra.

      “Are you saying Eva knew my grandmother?”

      “It appears so.”

      I could feel my blood heat. “Satra never said anything about this.”

      “Satra has her secrets. All the Romani do, but especially the Carpatian clan, for obvious reasons.”

      The mention of secrets made me remember Grandmother’s journal. How could I have forgotten it until now?

      Be gentle with yourself. You’ve had a lot on your plate, learning how to control your powers, and hunt, and develop relationships in your new life. There was that voice again.

      I was about to ask Traian where he’d placed Grandma’s diary, when Rodica popped her head in. “They’re getting impatient.”

      Traian nodded, and she left. “We’d better not keep the beasts waiting.”

      Oh hell.

      I closed the file. “I’m going to read this when I get back.” I placed the folder inside my coffin and made a mental note to look for the journal when I returned.

      Traian walked me out to the cliff, where two wolves, one of them being Ari, waited with Padrick. The elf sat on a boulder, twirling a stick in his hand.

      “Well, well. It took you long enough.” He winked at me. “I was just keeping these chaps company until you showed up. Now that you're here, I am going to go back to my hidey hole and take a nice long rest. Goodnight, y'all, see you tomorrow.”

      When he disappeared into the woods below, I turned to Traian.

      “Do you know where his hidey hole is?”

      He shook his head.

      Both the wolves let out a low growl.

      “Don’t keep these guys waiting.” Traian took my elbow. “I will see you later, my love.”

      He kissed me deeply and strongly and then let me go.

      The wolves took off, and I broke into a run to keep up. They were fast, but I was faster, and we arrived at the crone’s tent shortly. I actually felt tired from the exertion.

      That’s a first, but it feels good.

      I pushed thoughts of my physical body aside. Satra and I had things to talk about.

      Inside the tent, she handed me a vial.  Its contents were a reddish, swirling liquid.

      “This, my darling, is the potion for passion and love.” She pointed at the vial. “But it is tailored to you. It contains your blood and herbs to calm your energy, so you can actually enjoy the pleasure of lovemaking without harming your lover.”

      I didn’t know it was possible for a vampire to blush, but I could feel my cheeks getting hot. Stay focused, Ev.

      “Thank you,” I said and set the vial down on the table before looking Satra directly in the eye. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “Ah, your lover finally found the photo.” She slumped in her chair.

      “How did you know?” I cocked my head to the side, trying to get a better reading of the old woman sitting before me. “And why haven’t you mentioned you knew my grandmother? Here I thought you had some magical ability to see the future, when you called me here and said you’d been waiting for me.”

      Satra laughed. “Me, see the future? Ha! If only.” She shook her head, and her face took on a serious expression. “Grace Greene sent me a letter the year she died, the year you were born. She told me that, in the spring of two thousand eighteen, a girl with strong elemental power would arrive in the Carpatian mountains who would be mated to a wraith and friends with the elf. She would have the ability to unite all the creatures.”

      “The creatures?”

      “You, me, my clan, your wraiths, and many others you will discover soon.”

      “There are even more magical creatures?” I blinked incredulously.

      “Not all are magic, but we are all connected.” Satra unfolded her hands, stretched one arm, and waved it to the side. “You must have seen the silver thread that binds us all.”

      I stifled a shudder because I had seen the silver cord. Even now with closed eyes, I could see the gleaming thread extending between me and the crone.

      “That is all for now. You must go and get your rest before tonight. Make sure you take your vial.”

      That’s it? She’s just going to dismiss me after that bombshell?

      “But I have questions.”

      “And I don’t have the answers, child. We will meet again, but right now, you must focus on the cord that binds you to your lover. Seal the deal and do it soon.”

      There was no point in arguing with Satra, for once the woman had made up her mind, there was no swaying it. I nodded and thanked her again before leaving the tent.

      The wolves escorted me back to the mountain, and I gave Ari’s wolf form a big hug. He licked the side of my face. Something about him made me feel right again. He could tear me into pieces within seconds, but his eyes had the softness of a kind soul.

      Traian waited for me inside the common room.

      His upper lip curled into a sneer, nostrils flaring. “Who touched you?”

      “Oh, get over yourself.” I waved my hand.

      When we entered our quarters, he had me against the wall. “You don’t understand how possessive strigoi are. Every time you walk through that gate, you smell of all kinds of creatures. I don’t like it.”

      ‘Creatures’. There’s that word again.

      I took a deep breath, mostly to calm myself, and caught a familiar scent. Ah, so that is what jealousy smells like. I’d picked up on the scent before, mostly when he was in a foul mood.

      I calmly placed both hands on his chest. “I will always smell like everything, because that is who I am. It will only get worse, I’m afraid.” I met his gaze. “But only one person has my heart, and that’s you.” Oh yes, strigoi are possessive.

      Traian press his lips to mine for a brief second. “Let’s get that dog smell off of you, then.”

      He led me into the bathroom, where a warm bath waited for me. However, he did not stay in the room while I soaked and didn’t see him the rest of the night.

      That morning, it felt good to lay down in my coffin and close my eyes. Storm snuggled in between my arms and tucked her little head underneath my chin. Next to my head, I placed the four vials of potions I had: healing, protection, connection, and passion. I should probably start using these to see if they work.

      Next to them, tucked in a side pocket, was the file. I pulled it out and looked at the newspaper clippings. Most were in foreign languages. Some looked French, others Spanish, German, and some type of Asian.

      “That’s it, I need to start learning other languages,” I muttered to Storm.

      She patted my cheek with her paw.

      The three English clips told of various shops and cafés owned by Eva Constantine. There were no photos in the entire file except the one with my grandmother and the gypsy women. Apparently, Eva had opened businesses throughout the world…card shops, florists, boutiques, bookstores, and coffee shops.

      But why?

      I went back to the photo and stared at the image of my grandmother. It was slightly blurry, but I could make out the silver cross hanging from her neck. As I drifted off to sleep, my free hand found the same cross hooked on Storm’s collar.
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      When I woke, Traian was attending to other duties and couldn’t come to see me. Padrick also never showed up, so I went outside on the cliff ledge and did the evening Tai Chi routine alone. I also practiced channeling the energy into my palm and pointing at a specific object. I started with small rocks and sticks. I could use my electric energy to move them about three inches above the ground for a few seconds.

      Wind swirled around me in greeting. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I felt a cool embrace before she moved on down the mountain. However, nothing could distract me from the pressing thoughts raging inside my head.

      Satra had told me to “seal the deal” with Traian. Did she mean sex? There was nothing I wanted more, but how could I, when my hands exploded every time we touched? Unless we do it in the crystal cave near the rhodochrosite. And then I remembered the passion potion Satra had made for me. I still hadn’t used any of the potions. Maybe it was time.

      Back down in my room, I brought out the four vials and set them on the garden wall around my coffin. I uncorked the healing potion that was meant to help calm my powers. I let two drops fall on my tongue and braced myself for the nasty taste, but it was surprisingly tolerable. A tingling calm rippled through my body.

      Next, I sampled the protection potion. That one had a tangy flavor. I waited for the little zing of energy I’d felt with the healing one. When it came, it was less subtle then the previous.

      I didn’t need the connection potion tonight, but I held the bottle of passion for a moment. I didn’t need desire, I had plenty of fire. But Satra had said this was more about protecting me and my lover from any surge of power within my body.

      I didn’t know if I’d get lucky tonight, but I’d sure as hell make sure I was prepared and ready.

      This potion tasted like cinnamon and clove and reminded me of Christmas. I savored the flavors as I changed into a black, floor-length dress and brushed my hair. With this done, I remembered I’d wanted to look for Grandma’s diary, which meant I needed to find Traian, since he knew where it was.

      He was waiting for me by the lake outside our quarters, pacing nervously. He appeared slightly relieved to see me, then ran a hand through his hair, before proceeding to kneel.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, all thoughts about the journal vanishing.

      Traian opened a little box, and inside was a ring made of a piece of rhodochrosite.

      “It’s beautiful.” I caught my breath. “Oh, my goodness, thank you.” I took the ring and put it on my hand, and then I stopped. “Wait…are you proposing to me?”

      “No. Just giving you a gift.”

      “Why kneel, then?” I said.

      He stood up and looked a little flustered. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      I stifled a giggle. “Thank you for the ring.”

      “You're welcome.” He gave me a brief smile.

      He wouldn't stop wiggling around. I finally placed both hands on his shoulders to make him stop. And then I reached on my tippy toes and kissed him. His arms were around me instantly, as his tongue dove into my mouth. Then he pulled away.

      “Not here,” he whispered, and picked me up.

      I wrapped my legs around his torso as we raced through the labyrinth of tunnels to the little crack in the wall, wiggling through the opening until we made it to the crystal cave. He set me down when we reached the familiar orange-red stone. To my surprise, there was a cozy hole inside the spire that hadn’t been there before.

      Just big enough for two people to lay inside very close.

      “Oh—”

      That was all I could say, because his mouth was on mine once again.

      He pressed my back against the crystal pillar, as we tore each other's clothes off. It felt good to shred the shirt off Traian and rip his jeans away. We were completely naked within seconds. I pulled off the leather band that kept his hair tied, and his black locks fell around his pale face and past his broad shoulders. I was finally seeing the man I craved in his full glory.

      He stepped back, his wings spreading behind him. His black eyes, raging with need, met mine. “I haven’t been with a woman in a long time.”

      “What about a man?” I half-joked.

      Traian’s mouth twisted in a grimace. “That’s not funny. Men are not my preference.” The muscles in his jaw twitched, and he dropped his gaze.

      I regretted saying anything when I realized why he had reacted that way. I could feel Traian’s pain like an old injury that hadn’t quite healed, and I was pretty sure who had caused it.

      That asshole tortured him in more ways than one.

      If I ever saw Octavian, I would rip his penis off his body and feed it to the bears.

      I took a step forward and held my hand out. “I’ve never been with anyone before. Let’s not think about the past or the future. Right now is all we have, so let’s enjoy it to the fullest.”

      I didn’t say ‘I’m sorry he hurt you’ or anything comforting, because I had no idea what kind of pain had been inflicted upon him. I didn’t understand what he’d been through, so pretending I did felt wrong. All I had to offer was the love that sprouted from every cell of my body when I looked at him or when he touched me.  Sure, I’d been hurt plenty myself, but this wasn’t a ‘who’s experienced more pain’ match.

      I waited for him to respond. The silence between us stretched.

      Is he having second thoughts? And what are we doing here?

      Cool fingers slid across my open palm, clasping my wrist.

      “You don’t know how long I’ve desired this.” Traian pulled me to him until our bare skin touched.

      “Oh, I think I have an idea.” My voice sounded breathless, even though I didn’t need to breathe.

      With the hand not clasping my wrist, he traced the outline of my face, his fingers trailing lower, to my chest. When his fingertip touched the silver tattoo, the energy inside me changed vibrations, becoming a slow, deep, pulsating force that resonated down to my bone marrow.

      He followed the branches of the tree down to the roots to the place I hadn’t been touched before. Fire ignited inside my core as his fingers explored further. We moved closer to the rhodochrosite spire. He pulled me inside the little nook, where plush, red blankets awaited. There was just enough room for us.

      Traian shifted his body and made sure I was comfortable. The velvety material beneath me felt so soft against my skin. I took in his glowing, pale body and lean muscles, broad shoulders and delicious ripple of abs, which led down to a very excited appendage of his body.

      My eyes went back to his face, and I realized I was a little nervous.

      This is it. Me and him, finally together.

      This act was important to defeating our enemy lurking in the south.  But I didn't care about that right now. All I wanted was him, to feel him inside me. I'd waited a long time for this.

      His hands went to my face and cradled my head. “Don't be nervous, my love. I will be gentle with you.”

      “You don't have to be gentle anymore. I'm tougher now than I was weeks ago.” I lifted my head and kissed him. “Please enjoy yourself, too. This is about you as much as it is about me. This is about us.”

      He kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my lips, and then raised his head.

      “Yet you are so delicate. You are new to this, so I will take my time to make sure you're comfortable and satisfied.”

      And that was the last of our conversation. What happened next was nothing short of magical. No potion, spell, film, or book could bottle up that experience, only my mind. I would never forget the way he made me feel, the look in his eyes, or all the sensations he sent through my body. I would remember forever how his body molded against mine and fit inside me. I never wanted the moment to end.

      Alas, our afterglow bliss ended abruptly, when Traian’s spine straightened, and the muscles in his face contracted. He closed his eyes and growled.

      “What’s wrong?” I wanted to touch his shoulder, but dared not. Did I do something?

      Traian’s black eyes contained tiny specks of red when he opened them. “He’s here.”

      “Who?” I gulped, already knowing the answer before it came.

      “Octavian.”
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      The man stood at the center of the common room and scolded me with his eyes. Instead of crumbling at his gaze, I tightened my muscles and lifted my chin.

      I scanned Octavian, from his balding, tattooed head to the studded slippers hiding his toes. We hadn’t been officially introduced, but I had little doubt that the rotund man standing near the fire pit was the legendary baddie.

      His pale skin matched the snow outside the cave. His nose crooked away from his face like a mangled branch from an old stump. The sparkling cloak he wore had gems of every color of the rainbow and then some. From the sides of the dazzling robe, his arms came together in a prayerful pose. Golden rings adorned each finger with glistening jewels.

      He looked very impressive, but I wasn't impressed. In fact, he irked me. I didn’t like his haughty attitude, nor the way he made everyone in the room feel. I didn't care if he was the famed, powerful, wicked villain everyone feared, or that he could probably kill me in one second. I simply didn't like him and considered blasting him with some electricity. But common sense won.

      He watched me like a hawk.

      “Well, I finally get to meet the troublemaker.” He snapped his fingers, and armed men surrounded Traian and me. “Arrest her and bring her forward for her execution.”

      I should be afraid. I should be very afraid. Arrest and execution were not what I had planned for today. Wait, execution for what?

      Traian stepped away from me, and two men pointed guns at my back and pushed me forward until I came within an arm’s reach of Octavian. I resisted the urge to meet Traian’s eyes and buried the sense of betrayal I felt, even though he’d told me before we left the crystal cave what was going to happen when we arrived.

      He’d wanted to run away with me, but I had refused. I wasn’t going to let the rest of the coven take the brunt of punishment for us. Octavian had come here for me. I’d heard enough stories of his dealings with the magical community to know that running away would only lead to the torture and death of people I now cared about.

      “So, you are the little rebel that killed my most trusted associate.” Octavian’s voice had a little too much glee for my liking.

      I probably should have kept my mouth shut and just listened, but I couldn't help myself. “I'm sorry, who is this person that I supposedly killed?”

      It happened so fast that I had a hard time wrapping my brain around it. The back of his hand hit my jaw so hard, the smack echoed through the vast cavern. As my focus returned to his despicable face, I spit out the blood that had pooled in my mouth, right onto his white, jeweled cloak.

      I could tell that Traian did not appreciate my reaction. Nor did Octavian’s guards, as evident by the butt of a gun coming down on my neck, but the pain didn't last long.

      I straightened up and met Octavian's gaze. “I don't know what you're talking about. But if you’re going to kill me, just get it over with, please.”

      His fingers came to my throat.

      My hands clasped his wrist, but nothing happened, there was no buzzing in my palms. My powers were gone. So was my strigoi strength.

      I started questioning why I had taken the potion. That was a terrible idea.

      “Do not speak to me, you floundering rodent. You will pay for your crime. But first, as tradition dictates, I must take your blood.” The jovial tone that had been there moments before had vanished.

      One hand came to my shoulder and tilted my neck back. Sharp teeth dug into my vein. I could feel the viscous blood flowing from my body into Octavian's mouth. He gulped down multiple mouthfuls of my blood, then suddenly pushed me aside.

      I dropped to my knees, as five guns pointed at my head. I didn't dare move.

      Octavian backed up until he sat on one of the sofas. His eyes were wide, and crimson blood dripped from his mouth as he gazed at me in shock.

      “It can't be,” he whispered, his eyes glazing as if he was seeing something in the distance, even though they stared straight at me.

      Nobody moved or said a peep.

      Octavian trembled and brought both hands to his face. “It's impossible.” He looked around the room until he found Traian. “Come here, my boy.” He waved him over.

      Traian approached him cautiously.

      “You created her, did you not?”

      Traian nodded.

      “Yes, of course you did. I saw it. But her human ancestry…did you know?”

      Traian shook his head. “Know what, master?”

      Octavian leapt onto Traian and dug into his throat. He took a gulp of blood and then backed off. I watched the wound on Traian's neck seal back up and the skin return to what it had looked like moments before he’d been bitten.

      “Well, well, well,” Octavian slowly mused. “This is fascinating indeed.” He turned to Traian and put his hand on his shoulder. “Of all people to choose to turn, you had to pick my daughter.”

      Traian glanced at me and then turned back to Octavian. “I don't understand.”

      “I know. It's a miracle.” Octavian cupped Traian's face and kissed his forehead. “This is marvelous indeed.”

      Octavian came over and stood next to me. He waved the soldiers away and knelt in front of me, taking my hands in his. “You are my daughter. I don't know how it's possible, but you are my own flesh and blood.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. I blinked and said nothing.

      “Oh, my girl, she must not have told you. Your mother, that fiery redhead. The gift of sight, yes, I do remember her. She came to me. I thought she was just another human to enjoy bedding in my travels. She tasted so good. Most humans do when they have a magical gift.” Octavian licked his lips. “But I never saw her after that. This is not unusual, as they don't know who I am or that I have taken their blood. She was just another human. But she wasn't, was she, now?”

      My mind raced a million miles a minute. My mother slept with this beast? I tried to reach back as far as my memories would go. The fact was that I'd never met my father. My mother never talked about him, except to say that he was a one-night stand and she’d never seen him again. That's all I remembered. Did my mother actually sleep with a vampire, not knowing it?

      That explained why she had become such a devout Christian. Maybe she had a shady past I didn't know about and had tried to atone of her sins.

      Suddenly I felt guilty for not actually knowing my mother better. My entire life had been about all my illnesses and her taking care of me. Occasionally, she’d told me stories about her childhood and typical family vacations: going camping, playing in the woods, going to the beach, and visiting Disneyland. But none of her stories were detailed or very specific. All this time, my mother had been holding back.

      I promised myself that if I survived this, I would dig through her house and find all the information she had been keeping from me.

      But then it hit me. Redhead. My mother was a blonde, so was Stella. My grandmother, however, was a redhead.

      “Grace Greene, I think her name was. She died? That is very odd.” Octavian mused beside me. Now he had my attention.

      “Grace Greene was my grandmother.”

      Octavian bit his wrist, and a big drop of blood pooled over the wound. “Take it now, or I will kill you.”

      I bent my head down and licked the drop of blood.

      “Close your eyes,” he said. “Tell me what you see.”

      I did as I was told.

      Suddenly, images like a reel of film on fast-forward flashed through my mind.

      My grandmother. There she was, naked underneath Octavian. Oh my God. I did not want to see this. They made love. And then the next image, she was great with child. Then she lay in the hospital, giving birth to me. Next to her was my mother, holding her hand. The last thing I saw was Grandmother holding me. She whispered, “Everly” with her last breath.

      My mother took me in her arms, weeping. She had just lost her mother, and now she had me.

      My mother is my sister?

      I didn’t know if I could take any more of this. My eyes flew open. I pushed away from Octavian, and the guards around me pointed their guns once again. Octavian shook his head.

      “Well, you see, we've both been lied to. Your mother had the gift of sight, but she wasn't anything special. She was human. With that said, I have been around for over ten thousand years, and I have never ever sired a child. It is physiologically impossible.”

      My body started to shake. I felt like I was going to pass out. This can't be happening. My whole life had been a freaking lie.

      My mind went to Eva. I suppose she’d orchestrated this too.

      I needed to get back to my room and find Grandma’s journal. I needed to know what the heck was happening. I mentally kicked myself for not doing so sooner. Why hadn’t I insisted that Traian give me my box back weeks ago?

      Octavian stared at me for a long time. Nobody spoke. And then he stood up.

      “You are coming back with me.”

      I turned to Traian.

      He gave me a warning look not to say anything.

      But again I couldn't help myself. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Traian is my master. He's the one who created me. I am staying with him.”

      Octavian glanced at Traian and then smirked at me. “Infatuated with him, are you? Alas, you’re my daughter, and you will come with me.” He turned and surveyed everyone else in the room. “There will be no execution today. We have discovered a miracle that must be studied. If it happened to me, it can happen to anyone. This could lead to some terrible outcomes within our world.”

      The soldiers stepped forward, pointing their guns at my chest once again.

      Octavian turned, exasperated at them. “Would you please stop pointing those things at my daughter?”

      The men stepped back and lowered their weapons.

      “What if I don't want to go?” I asked.

      Octavian rushed to Traian and gripped his neck.

      My love stood motionless, frozen.

      “Would you rather I kill your lover right here? You will come with me, or he will die.”

      I hadn’t known Octavian long, but I knew he wouldn’t think twice about killing Traian. I got to my feet. “If you kill him, I will die. We are bonded.”

      I didn't know where that came from, or if it was true, but it felt like the right thing to say.

      Traian begged me with his eyes to stop talking.

      “Very well, I will take you both. He's wanted for attempted murder and a handful of other crimes. He can pay for them in my care. Both of you are coming with me.” Octavian turned to his men. “Leave the rest of the coven be. They have not committed any crimes, and there's no need to create distress in our community.”

      Two men appeared from the tunnel that led to my room, holding my coffin and a couple sacks of the surrounding dirt. I instantly thought of Storm and hoped she hadn’t been inside my casket when they grabbed it. I didn't want her coming along and winding up in danger. She was much safer here in the cave with the rest of the coven.

      Traian and I followed the men out of the cave. I also hoped that Padrick had stayed in his hidey hole. He didn’t need to get caught up in this mess.

      Outside of the cave, on a small cliff, sat a large helicopter, blades idly rotating. Octavian, Traian, and I, along with half the guards, got in. The casket went into the back. The other half of the guards jumped onto snowmobiles up the ridge from the aircraft. As the helicopter lifted into the sky, two men hung on outside of the railing on both sides of the chopper.

      As we surfaced above the clouds, I realized the other vehicles weren’t snowmobiles—wings had sprouted out from their sides. These were some kind of flying machine similar to something I’d only seen in sci-fi movies.

      I peered around the helicopter, noting that the screens and buttons looked strange. Not that I’d been inside a chopper before, but the way the electronics glowed, I knew this wasn’t the usual technology.

      Octavian sat next to me, and Traian sat across from us, sandwiched between two beefy guards. The expression on his face remained cool and collected, never once betraying his feelings. Even his scent stayed the same.

      How can he be so calm when we are being taken prisoners?

      I searched his face, hoping he would meet my eyes, but he stared ahead, never focusing on anything. Telepathic communication would have come in real handy about now. Why hadn’t he taught me that? Why hadn’t Satra? She’d answered my unspoken questions without hesitation during our sessions.

      While questions swirled around in my mind, Octavian busied himself on a smartphone, sending messages and ignoring everyone. I observed him from the side. Can this really be my father? I studied his facial features but saw nothing of me in him. His nose looked like a lumpy hill, while mine sloped down gently. His eyes were blue when they weren’t red with bloodthirst or rage, but mine were green.

      I turned to my other side and looked past the guard sitting next to me to look out the window. We flew over mountains, valleys, lakes, wide fields, and a black expanse of water before reaching more mountains and then an open ocean. The helicopter traveled faster than a plane would, which made me pause.

      Advanced technology, flying snowmobiles, and traveling at faster speeds than normal. Is this magic or something else? And where are we going?

      When we reached land, I found we were in a vast desert. Just as sunlight was coming up over the horizon, Octavian covered me with his jeweled cloak and pulled the hood over my head to protect my face from the sun's rays. The smell of cinnamon and another spice I wasn’t familiar with permeated my nostrils and my stomach turned at the strong scents.

      “Welcome to North Africa, my daughter.” This was the first time he’d spoken to me since I boarded the helicopter. “One day, the kingdom of Algoria will be yours.”
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      We flew across the gleaming desert for what felt like hours, until we slowed in the middle of nowhere, and a big hole opened up in the ground. The helicopter descended into the earth. As soon as we were out of the sunlight, I peeked out the window to watch as the ceiling closed above us, sealing us in a huge cavern filled with planes and choppers and other military-style equipment, crates, and artillery.

      I glanced at Traian. He had his eyes shut. Three men opened the helicopter door and escorted him out.

      Octavian stepped down next and held his hand out to me.

      Even though the thought of touching him sent a wave of nausea through my body, I took it.

      “Where are we?” I asked timidly.

      “My home.”

      He placed my hand on his forearm and walked me in the opposite direction of where Traian and the guards had gone.

      This place didn’t feel very homey. “Where are they taking him?” I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Traian disappear through a doorway that slid open for them to pass.

      “He will get what he deserves. Worry not, your lover will be spared his life. You can go make sweet love to him tonight, if you want.” Octavian patted my hand. “But you are my daughter, and you will be treated as my daughter.”

      Gross. I tried not to vomit while we walked through a dark corridor with lighting set in the floor near the walls.

      “Here, you are royalty, but you must also learn the code of conduct. There are rules,” Octavian continued. “I will show you to your chamber and then show you the common areas where you are allowed to go. This is a big complex—I don’t want you wandering about and getting lost.”

      We turned to the right. Two steel doors slid open, revealing another long hallway with blue and green lights in the walls.  “My quarters, the dungeon, and anything I have not shown you is out of bounds. You break this rule and you will pay, daughter or no.”

      I loosened my hold on his arm and nodded. Even though I was being given more freedom than Traian, I still felt like the prisoner I was.

      Octavian escorted me through a long labyrinth of halls. They were comparable to the cave where Traian's coven lived, but that’s where the similarities ended. This place felt darker, more sinister even though every tunnel we took smelled squeaky clean—too clean. After walking for what seemed like forever, we came to a set of doors and a scanner.

      He had me place my hand on the screen. The device scanned my palm, and the screen turned red. Octavian typed a code into the keypad, and the red screen scanned my hand again, turning green. The doors then opened into a lavish room filled with luxurious pools and underground gardens, stone waterfalls, couches, and hundreds of candles flickering in lanterns that were strung throughout the room.

      I felt like I was in a sultan’s palace, although no light came from the outside, so the cave had a dark feel.

      “This is your apartment. Your bedroom is behind the waterfall. That is where you will find your coffin. Given your love for plants, I hope you enjoy these gardens. It seems like you have a love for living things, same as me.”

      I looked at him suspiciously.

      His ‘love for living things’ seemed to be a lot different than mine, but I could see that he appreciated plants as much as I did. After giving me instructions on how to find him, and telling me a few other rules, Octavian left me alone.

      A frail, young woman entered the room the next moment. She bowed to me and shuffled over to the bedroom area. When she got to the steps near the waterfall, she turned and motioned me to follow her. I trailed her into the room, where I found more plants. At the center was my casket with some earth piled around it in low, uneven mounds. I longed for the garden I’d planted weeks before.

      I turned my attention to the girl. She didn't seem much older than me. From her rapidly beating heart and her emaciated face, I could tell she was still human, but the signs of torture were evident. I glanced down at her throat, where multiple bites scarred the skin from her left ear down past her white, ruffled collar.

      She saw me staring at her neck and lowered her shirt to expose it further. She tilted her head back as if inviting me to bite her. My strigoi instincts kicked in, and under the mangled skin, I could see a pulsing vein.

      I took a step back.

      “Thank you, but I'm okay.” I shook my head.

      Inside, my hunger boiled. I was not okay and needed blood. I hadn't had any since before Traian and I had made love in the cave.

      Dammit, if I do this, I'm going to regret it. I need to fight the primal need to feed.

      I would not feed on a human directly. Technically, I had already been feeding on humans, through the bagged blood. But this was different. I would not open her poor, little neck for my own satisfaction. I had to find the strength to fight the hunger.

      She invited me again, patting the side of her neck where the vein bulged and throbbed. Her scent pulled at me, making it harder to fight the urge.

      Oh, dear God, I’m going to die. “Please cover yourself. I don't want to feed on you.”

      She opened her eyes and met my gaze, her irises dilated. The glazed look on her face told me that she had been fed on so much that she’d already lost a lot of blood. My heart ached for her.

      Whatever connection I had felt with my father over the plants was now severed. Octavian was nothing but a sperm donor who had created me. He was a monster. How could he keep this girl here in this condition?

      Poor thing.

      I wanted to give her a hug for a moment but decided that being so close to her might not be the wisest move.

      I took another step back and raised my hands. “Look, I don't want to hurt you. I know this is expected of you, but I'm not going to be the one to do it. Please stop offering your blood to me.”

      Her face flushed. She pulled the collar up over the scars on her neck, nodded, and then shuffled over to the wardrobe, where she opened the doors, revealing the most expensive-looking, fancy dresses I had ever seen in my life. She pulled out one of the gowns and laid it on the bed. Next, she opened the double glass doors opposite the wardrobe, which I discovered opened to a lavish suite with a tub the size of a jacuzzi at the center of the room. It was already full of steaming water, with rose petals floating on the surface. More candles lined the edge of the tub.

      She came over to me and started unbuttoning the black dress I wore. When I was completely undressed, she took my hand, led me inside the bathroom, and motioned for me to get in. I obeyed.

      The hot water felt so luxurious on my skin and I noted that my silver tattoo had faded to a dull white outline. The rose essence released from the petals filled my senses, hiding the scent of human blood that radiated from the girl's skin. I turned to her as she grabbed a sponge and started washing my back. I wanted to protest, but I didn’t want to offend her even more by refusing yet another service.

      “What is your name?”

      The girl’s eyes widened, and then she shook her head. She pointed to her mouth and shook her head again.

      “Can't you talk?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “I'm sorry,” I said. “Do you have a tablet or notebook so you can write?”

      Her eyes widened even more.

      “It's okay, I want to talk to you. You’re the first girl my age I've met since I arrived here, and this happened to me.” I waved at my body. “I just want to connect with another female, that’s all.”

      Her face seemed to relax a little bit, and then she disappeared from the room, only to return a few moments later with a notepad and pencil.

      She wrote on the paper, ‘Dara’ and then pointed to herself.

      “Dara. That's your name.” I smiled.

      She nodded, and then continued to write. ‘I'm Octavian's servant and will serve here until I die.’

      ‘Servant or slave?’ I wrote.

      She underlined ‘servant,’ but her eyes drifted to ‘slave’ and lingered there. She ripped the sheet of paper off the pad and then tossed it into the fire on the other end of the room. She didn’t write anything else after that.

      The rest of our time together was spent washing my hair and body, followed by fixing my hair and applying fragrant oils to my skin. The aromas in the air were so strong, they hid her human scent and pretty much anything else.

      Dara applied generous amounts of makeup to my face and then helped me get into the fancy red gown she had laid out. As she finished tying the last knot in the corset bodice of the dress, a knock came on the door.

      A soldier appeared in the doorway. I recognized him as one of the guards who had traveled with us from Romania.

      “I'm here to escort you to dinner with your father.”

      I nodded and turned to the mirror for one last check.

      Dara had put my red locks into an elaborate bun at the top of my head. She’d used a curling iron to create ringlets that fell around my face and down the back of my neck. My lashes looked darker and longer than usual, and the blood red color on my lips matched the crimson dress flowing off my body. I frowned at the outfit’s finishing touch, which waited next to the mirror: black, strappy sandals with stiletto heels. I might be immortal, but those were an injury waiting to happen.

      “Miss, we shouldn’t keep the master waiting,” the man said firmly.

      “I’m coming,” I grumbled and slipped my feet into the questionable footwear.

      Dara quickly tightened the straps. I thanked her and then left with the guard.

      I tried to keep track of all the tunnels and turns we took. So many doors opened and closed as we went through the hallways. Most looked identical, but I was determined to keep track of where we went. The sooner I learned the layout, the sooner I could devise a plan to get Traian and myself out of here.

      The guard and I reached another set of doors. He had me place my hand on the scanner. The small screen turned green, and the doors slid open. Inside this room was a long table, with probably two dozen navy-colored, velvety chairs arranged around it. At the far end sat Octavian. He had changed into a black, silky robe and wore a turban on his head.

      He stood up and smiled. “Come and be my special guest for dinner tonight.”

      The table was lined with various forms of fruits and meat spreads, and a pitcher full of dark red liquid. One sniff told me it was fresh human blood. But from whom?

      “Please have a seat and drink before this blood goes bad.”

      The soldier who’d escorted me here pulled out the chair and helped me sit down.

      Octavian took my hand and kissed the top of my knuckles. “You look lovely.”

      I nodded and turned my attention to the glass in front of me. It was empty, but not for long, as he filled it from the pitcher. I could still see a mist rising from the blood. The temperature was so low in this room, that the normal temperature of a human’s blood steamed.

      Oh, yes, this was as fresh as it came without having to open the vein yourself and suck them dry.

      I couldn’t stand the thought of drinking the liquid, even though my body craved every drop, but I didn't want to offend Octavian. I still hadn't seen Traian and knew that whatever I did affected him too. I had to be on my best behavior.

      I swallowed my disgust and reluctantly drank the blood. I could feel my energy returning with every gulp I ingested, and hated that blood played such an important role in staying alive—both when I was a human and now as a strigoi.

      A new thought crept into my mind.

      What if my blood disorder had something to do with the fact that I was already half-vampire? Were my human cells fighting my strigoi cells? I had so many questions, but none of them were for Octavian. I didn’t trust his answers.

      After I drained my glass, I set it down and licked my lips.

      Octavian filled his plate with all the mouth-watering foods I couldn’t eat, and then refilled my glass with more blood. He ate the solid food while I drank the only option available to me. I took my time.

      He smiled at me occasionally and I felt his eyes on look at my faint tattoo, but never said anything.

      “My daughter, you will become like me someday. And since you are my only heir, you will inherit all of this.” He waved down the table. “All of these people will bow their allegiance to you when I am gone.”

      “I don't want any of this,” I said without even thinking, and halted the urge to clamp a hand over my mouth.

      “What do you want?” Octavian popped a large, green olive stuffed with red pepper into his mouth and chewed very slowly, waiting for an answer.

      Good question.

      I looked around the room. No one was here except for two guards at the far end of table by the door. I focused my attention on the black wall opposite of where I sat.

      “To live a normal life. I wanted to go to college, get a degree and then a job, buy a little cottage out in the country, and grow a garden. Maybe get married and have kids.”

      “Boring.”

      I turned to Octavian.

      He rolled his eyes at me. “My girl, you are not normal. Stop wishing for normal human things. Wish for the stars. Wish for the universe. Because it is all yours.”

      In that moment, I wondered about him and his history. He might be my father, but he was also my enemy, and I needed to get to know my enemy better. He might appear to be utterly invincible, but everyone had a weakness. I was going to find it.

      “Thank you.” I paused. “Tell me about you. You already know everything about me, but I want to know your story. I didn't even know I had a father until today.”

      “Everyone has a father, unless you were raised in a lab like me.” He cut off a piece of bread, slathered it with some butter, and took a bite. When he finished chewing, he responded to my request. “I am Octavian. I am the king of all things magical on this side of the realm.”

      “What is the realm?” I folded my hands in my lap underneath the table.

      “My girl, there are multiple realms. And there are planets and aliens, and everything that you see on TV and in sci-fi is based in reality. Humans just pretend that it's a myth or fake because they can't handle the fact that monsters roam the Earth with them. Most people don't agree with my beliefs. But I keep the balance on this planet. If I wasn't around, your species…I'm sorry, the species you originated from, would have destroyed itself thousands of years ago.”

      On and on, Octavian droned about his importance and how he kept the world from falling into dissonance and chaos, claiming that humans could not handle themselves if left unsupervised and unmonitored.

      I had no idea if any of it was true, or what was based in reality and which part was just his twisted fantasy. Everything he said seemed so far-fetched.

      Eventually, he stopped talking. He folded his napkin and set it on the plate in front of him. From a side door, a man appeared and collected our dishes.

      “So you are over ten thousand years old?” I shifted in my seat.

      “Older. But my girl, you must rest. You’re no good to me or anyone else in your current state.” He took my hand. “Now that you've had some nourishment, go to your coffin. Recharge your batteries, for tonight is a big night.”

      “What about Traian? May I see him?”

      “Tonight. Rest assured that he is in good hands and is well taken care of.”

      I didn't want to argue with him because he was right—I did need to rest. Exhaustion had crept up on me during dinner. I do need to refresh myself… God knows what tomorrow will bring.

      Octavian stood and pulled me into an embrace.

      I tried not to squirm at being so close to him.

      “Fatherhood is new to me. I’ve sired many children through my blood, but never through my loins. You are the biggest gift in my life,” he whispered in my ear. “Now that I’ve found you, I never want to lose you.”

      I pulled away and met his gaze. His blue eyes studied my face. Either he was a formidable actor, or he really was sincere.

      “Please don’t hurt Traian,” was all I said.

      “You really love him.” Red flakes filled the blues of his eyes.

      I couldn’t lie to him. “Yes.”

      “He’s your first, and that is always a powerful love. And you are bonded, which means one cannot live without the other.” Octavian released my hand and placed his on my cheek. “He’s guilty of grave crimes, which he must pay for, but I will keep him whole for you.”

      Shit. I need to act soon.

      Back in my room, Dara helped me undress and clean the makeup off my face. Once she left, I climbed into my casket, closed the top, and latched the lock. Inside the coffin, I smiled. Storm’s lingering scent filled my nostrils. I missed my girl, but I was glad she was safe and away from this prison.

      As I wrapped a blanket around my body, closed my eyes, and drifted off to sleep, I realized that my hands hadn’t buzzed since I’d taken the potion.
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      The next evening, I woke up to my hands buzzing.

      Shit. I gripped the hematite bracelet Padrick had given me, and with my other hand, I touched the stone in the ring from Traian. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I can do this. I can control my power. I have to.

      And just like that, it went away. Can it really be that easy? Maybe I was well rested and that had something to do with my level of control. Either way, Octavian hadn’t discovered my powers yet, except for whatever he’d seen in my blood.

      What did he see?

      Did he know that Earth and Wind responded to me, or that I had channeled enough electricity from the sky to take out an entire neighborhood? Did he know I’d been visiting Satra and learning magic? Did he know I had taken the potion to block my powers?

      As if he knew I was thinking of him, Octavian was standing over my coffin when I opened the lid.

      “Good evening, my girl. Are you ready for a proper tour of your new home?”

      I wasn’t, but the sooner I got a hang of the layout, the sooner I could find Traian and figure out a way to escape.

      Octavian gave me privacy as I changed into leggings and a flowy lavender tunic that looked like something from a medieval play. It was surprisingly soft and comfortable. He then escorted me through the vast underground facility.

      Two guards trailed behind us as we explored the massive gymnasium where the guards trained and exercised. They then followed us to the subterranean gardens, where we spent the most time. The exotic species there were unlike anything I’d ever seen. Octavian smiled approvingly at my interest in the plants, but his focused attention made my skin crawl. However, I couldn’t help but listen in awe as he recited each plant’s name, as well as their multiple uses and properties.

      Everything growing inside the massive underground greenhouses had a purpose. Either to delight the senses with their unique aromas, provide nourishment, or to poison arrows or bullets. There were herbs of every kind imaginable. I could have stayed there the rest of the night, but Octavian insisted we continue our tour of the entire facility.

      Except for the dungeon.

      I had not seen Traian anywhere, so I suspected that’s where he was being kept. But I didn’t dare ask. Octavian didn’t seem like the kind of person you wanted to press about a matter he didn’t wish to divulge. Even though he had said I could see him tonight…

      I instead focused more intently on my surroundings. The elaborate network of tunnels, the beautiful rooms, and the high-tech facility was remarkable, but Octavian’s attentions and impressive lair did not influence my resolve.

      How can this man actually be my father? I glanced at him throughout the night, trying to find a link to forge some kind of bond. I didn’t want to develop a relationship… This man was a mass murderer. But he was also my father. Not that I trusted him, but if I could connect to him and figure out how he worked…then I could figure out how to keep the ones I loved safe from him.

      I still couldn’t believe that my grandmother had slept with him. Mother. She’s your mother. How can I even wrap my head around that? Unfortunately, I had to make do with the information I had.

      Focus on finding his weakness.

      I was his daughter—this fact was the only thing keeping me alive and that’s all I had.

      We shared lunch the next day, just as we had the morning before. However, this time, several others joined us. I met his second in command, Korin. The man towered over everyone in the room, including Octavian. The scowl on his face told me I never wanted to cross him. He glared at me through the entire meal.

      After lunch, when everyone had left for their duties, I turned to the man who claimed to be my father and asked, “Where's Traian? I need to see him…It’s been too long.”

      He rolled his eyes as if he was bored and turned to one of the guardsmen by the door.

      “You can take her down to see him. She can have five minutes, but no more,” he told the man.

      I pushed away from the table, thanked Octavian for the meal and then followed the guard out.

      My suspicions had been correct. We went directly to an elevator that Octavian had left out of the tour. The car took us even deeper into the ground. When the doors opened, I felt like I'd stepped onto the set of a Halloween horror house. The fancy technology, and the classic beauty and style of the rest of the compound was nowhere to be seen here. The lights flickered, giving the dank corridor an eerie feel.

      We walked down several halls until we came to a metal gate and passed through five of these before the guard leading me brought me to a halt. Gooseflesh spread over my body as I could smell him. I could feel Traian’s presence on the other side of the locked door to my right. It was the only chamber in this hall that contained a prisoner and it was the only door where light spilled over the threshold.

      The guardsman knocked on the metal door. It opened, but two soldiers blocked the entrance. The guard said something to them in a language I didn’t understand, and both men stood back and allowed me to step inside.

      The room was remarkably different from the hall. Between the white walls and the bright lights above, I needed to adjust my vision. Everything smelled of sanitizer. At the center was a bed, on which Traian lay perfectly still, as if he was dead.

      As I inched closer, his eyes opened.

      I turned to the guard. “You can close the door, please. I’d like to have a private word with my man.”

      The guard shook his head. “Goes against orders, sorry.”

      I stepped right up to him, until my face was inches from his. “Do you know who I am? I am Octavian's daughter. Eventually I will take over this facility and I will be in charge. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I would like to speak to the man who saved my life.”

      “The man lying there is our enemy. You, Octavian's daughter, should know that.” He squared his shoulders.

      “The only enemy I see right now is you with your stubbornness. He said five minutes. What could we possibly do in five minutes?” I realized how naughty that sounded. “Never mind. I’d just like some privacy.”

      The man stared at me for a long moment, and then nodded, stepped out, and closed the door. I heard the latch lock.

      In an instant, Traian and I came together at the center of the room, next to the bed. His hands touched every part of my face and upper body, checking to see if I was hurt.

      “I’m okay.” I kissed his lips and touched his face. “Are you okay? Have they hurt you?”

      Traian shook his head. “No, I'm untouched for now.”

      “Good. I only have five minutes.”

      We sat down on the bed. He pulled me onto his lap and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Did you know?” I searched his eyes.

      “When I took your blood to make you a strigoi, I did not see your parentage. I don't know what he saw, but it was hidden from me.”

      “My grandmother is actually my mother.” I felt weird, saying that out loud. “Did you know her?”

      “No, only by name.” His hand trailed over my shoulder and moved down my arm. “I had no idea. But if you are his daughter, you can use that to your advantage and save yourself.”

      I jerked my head back. “Save myself? As if I would leave here without you. As if I can leave you in the first place.” I took his hand. “I may be his daughter and I may be staying in a fancier room than you, but I am as much of a prisoner here as you.”

      “I know, my dear, I know.” He spoke in a low voice.

      I felt the buzzing as I touched his face with my free hand. I knew I wouldn't hurt him because I could feel the harness growing around the energy inside me. Now I have the reins. I rested my head against his chin, and the buzzing subsided. We sat silently holding each other for a long time, but it wasn't long enough. The guardsman returned, opening the door.

      “Stay strong, my love. See you soon.” I kissed him hard before walking out of the room.

      The whole way back, I was telling myself that I had to get him out of that dungeon. I’d known we needed to escape from the beginning, but now that I'd seen him, my resolve had solidified.

      But how will we do that?

      The fortress was rigged with the highest security system I’d ever seen. The technology here was beyond human. Alien, maybe? Octavian had mentioned the existence of aliens. Heck, if shapeshifters, elves, and vampires were real, why couldn’t extraterrestrials be too?

      As I mulled our problem over, I realized my only ticket out of here was to win Octavian's trust.

      When the elevator opened, he waited for us. He offered me his arm again, and reluctantly, I took it. He led me to what looked like a lab in the science wing.

      The door closed behind us, and I tried to pull away from him, but he had an iron grip on my wrist. As I fought harder to get away, Octavian ordered three guardsmen to hold my arm down. A fourth person, a woman I had never met, approached me holding a thick needle. She took three vials of my blood.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, fear boiling up in my chest.

      “You are my daughter… I need to know your genetic makeup. I also need to know how it is possible that you are my daughter. So we must analyze your blood.”

      Crap. Crap. Crap.

      This was not good. From my blood, he would be able to tell that I had powers that were cloaked right now. Although I'm losing that disguise very quickly.

      After he got what he needed, Octavian led me back to my room where I spent the rest of the day. That evening, Octavian again came to my room and escorted me to the training gymnasium. There were objects placed around the large center on either a wooden pillar or one of stone. A plastic box, an empty wine bottle, and a teddy bear sat on each one. In the middle of a mat between us was a steel ball.

      He guided me almost to the center of the floor. “Okay, you obviously have powers, so show us what you got.”

      I looked at him and shook my head. “I'm sorry, I can't. I can't do anything.” I raised my hands and wiggled them.

      “Bullshit. You killed my most trusted scout and lead assassin. She was over ten thousand years old. Once our kind live to be that old, they are hard to take down. You were in human form when you did this, so I want to know if those powers carried over through your transformation. We already looked at your blood from the hospitals in Seattle, but we could not find anything.”

      “The woman…she attacked and bit me. Then she let me go. When I came to, she was lying on the grass next to me—breathing, but in pain—then she suddenly turned into dust.” I shuddered at the memory. “I'd never seen anything like that. I have no idea what happened. If she died because of me, it was purely an accident. But please know she attacked me first.”

      Octavian walked over and put both hands on my arms. “My daughter, I need to know. I saw it. You were able to channel electricity from the atmosphere when you were trying to protect your lover. I need to know what else you are capable of so I know how to protect you. I'm not doing this to try to fight you or figure out what your weapon against me is.”

      I didn't know what to say, but I knew for certain that what he said was not true. Despite what I knew about Octavian, as well as what I’d interpreted from my internal nudging—which also told me I couldn't trust him—something inside me wanted to believe him and feel like I had a dad that truly cared about me. And that scared me most.

      What if I succumb to this sentimental feeling and put everyone in danger?

      “Look, I don't know what happened,” I reiterated. That was the truth. “There was lightning. It hit me and went right through me to the ground. Then there was this big hole in the cemetery, and I was bleeding. I crawled to go get help. Then I got hit by the bus. The next thing I knew, I woke up in the morgue. And then I got whisked off to Romania with Traian.”

      “And the elf, we know about the elf.” Octavian gave me a stern look.

      Of course. I decided right then that the less information I gave them, the better, so I left it at that.

      Octavian saw that I wasn't going to do anything to display my powers. Not that I could command them at will, anyway. I had felt some buzzing when I woke, but nothing else. I even tried to tune into the sounds of my body. I could normally pick up on the hum of the energy flowing inside me, but it was unusually silent at the moment.

      He finally released my arms and walked away. He gestured to one of the guards on the right-side door. Two seconds later, from the depths of the compound, I heard a guttural cry of torture. I knew it wasn't Traian, because he didn't seem like the kind of person that would cry out in pain. Octavian was only trying to get me to cave in. But then I heard something when the other voice was silenced. A weak cry that only supernatural hearing could pick up.

      Traian.

      Instantly, my hands started buzzing, but I put them behind me and took a deep breath, calling upon the rhodochrosite crystal on my finger. I continued to take deep breaths until my palms had calmed down. I know I needed to do something, but now was not the time.

      Octavian turned to me, his eyes glowing red. He had sensed the feeble energy coursing through my body. “It's time for dinner, and then you need to go to bed and rest. We will carry on tomorrow. And we will continue to carry on until you finally stop lying to me.”

      “I'm not lying.”

      “And that in itself is a lie,” he called over his shoulder as he walked away from me.

      

      At dinner, no one spoke. I drank my blood and sat in silence, as Octavian feasted on his fancy cuisine. The smells were absolute torture. I wanted to eat like a normal person again.

      Back in my room, Dara helped me out of my clothes. I hated all this fussing as if I was incapable of undressing myself.

      I pretended to be sleepy, but I had no intention of going to bed. At dinner, I had taken an extra glass of blood because I knew I was going to need the extra strength. We were being watched. There were cameras hidden throughout my room.

      While Dara was running a bath, I decided to talk to her, but I faced the part of the bathroom where there was no camera aimed at my face or the silver tattoo that had returned. I told her to pretend she couldn't hear me.

      “Dara. My friend, my partner, the person I love, is in the dungeon below. I need to find and be with him. I can feel his pain. Is there a way to get down there besides the main elevator? Cough once for ‘yes’, twice for ‘no’.”

      She coughed twice.

      “I have to find and save him and then we need to escape. You can come with us. I will take care of you. Right now, my powers aren’t working properly, but I do have powers and I will be able to protect you. I promise no one will take any more of your blood.”

      Silence filled the room as I let her consider what I was saying.

      “I’m sure there is another way down. Can you please take me to him?”

      She coughed once.

      “Thank you.”

      That morning, once the coffin lid was closed, I remembered that I had hidden Satra’s potions and the folder with the picture showing the connection between my mom, Eva, and Satra. I dug out the vials I’d hidden in the lining of the casket. I found the channeling potion and let three drops fall on my tongue. I then stuffed all of the vials into the leather pouch with the stones from Padrick and hung it around my neck.

      When my hands started buzzing again, I climbed out of the coffin and went to the nearest wall to send energy through the electrical network of the cave to the cameras inside my room and down the halls of the wing I was staying in. All the cameras throughout the facility shorted out with a pop. The lights went out, too. Only candlelight remained, making the branches of the silver tree tattoo on my chest glow.

      I hadn’t expected it to work, but I had bought myself a few moments. Then the place would be crawling with soldiers.

      I quickly tossed the folder into the fire, because Octavian didn’t need to get his hands on that. Then Dara opened a little passageway behind a tree that grew near the waterfall that I had not known was there. This took us to some stairs that led down into the bowels of the compound.

      We were able to enter the dungeon this way.

      I tried to remember how to get to Traian, but then realized I didn't have to remember—I could just sense for him and follow the silver cord that bound us. I closed my eyes and focused on the pull at my heart.

      Three turns to the right and one to the left.

      I opened my eyes. “This way.” I took Dara’s hand and led her down the corridors.

      There were locked doors, but one zap from my hand not wearing the ring, and click. They unlocked with ease.

      We went through a set of gates and got to Traian's chamber in no time. Three guardsmen were standing by the door. I stopped the first with a zing of electricity to his chest. He collapsed. The second, I took down by just touching his head. The energy from my hand short-circuited his brain waves. The third took more brute force.

      He slammed me against the wall, holding my hand away from his body, and put me in a chokehold. I’d been in a similar position before, and my life had flashed before me. But this time I didn’t need air.

      I brought my other hand down on his wrist, splintering the bone. He dropped me, but I didn’t fall to my knees. With my right hand, I sent enough electricity into his testicles to take out five city blocks. All the lights went out in the corridor.

      Dara cowered against the wall. I knew that all three of the strigoi men would return to consciousness soon. There was no time to lose. I grabbed Dara’s hand and opened the door to Traian's chamber.

      The stench of blood hit my nose first. One tiny light bulb flickered overhead. By its intermittent glow, I could make out, on the table in the middle of the room, the love of my life, bare-chested and wearing nothing except silver blades in every limb of his body and across his abdomen. Blood flowed out from him in steady streams.

      “Dara, we have to help him.”

      She quickly jumped in and began helping me remove the blades. Traian appeared to be unconscious. When the last silver blade came out, his body twitched a few times. I rubbed my wrist against my teeth and pressed the open wound to his mouth. The moment my blood touched his lips, his mouth suctioned at my wrist.

      He drank my blood in big gulps.

      “Yes, keep drinking,” I whispered.

      Suddenly, Traian realized what was happening and released my wrist.

      “You shouldn't have done that. You shouldn’t have come here. He’s going to torture you, too, now. Probably kill you.” His eyes were wild and unfocused.

      “We gotta get out of here. This is our only chance. The security system is down, and I can get you out.”

      Dara tapped my shoulder and motioned for me to follow her.

      I pulled Traian into a sitting position. Blood dripped across his body. This isn’t going to be good. A trail of blood would make it easy to find us, never mind the smell of open flesh.

      Dara opened a passageway in the wall and pointed.

      Traian groaned. “I forgot about this passage. But we won’t last long.”

      I ignored his statement and turned to the girl. “Thank you. Come with us, Dara.”

      She shook her head and pointed to the ground as if to say this was her place.

      “But he will kill you.”

      She nodded sadly.

      “You want to die?” I gawked at her.

      She nodded again.

      “Oh, Dara, I don’t want you to die. You can have a good life out there, without fear.”

      She shook her head.

      Traian groaned. “She can choose what she wants. Death is the best gift you could give to a slave of Octavian's.”

      I kissed the girl and hugged her. “I’m sorry.”

      Dara had tears in her eyes as she stepped away.

      I pulled Traian to standing, and we slipped into the passageway. Dara waved goodbye and closed the door behind us.
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      Traian continued to bleed, and I didn't know how to staunch the flow, so we stopped, and I licked his wounds as a last resort. As soon as the saliva from my tongue touched his skin, the gaping holes began to close, though too slowly for our current predicament. With each step forward, his strength seemed to return. He could carry more of his own weight, and our speed increased.

      We turned down tunnels in different directions, going deeper and deeper into the ground. But then we were going up. Will we come out in the middle of the desert, or near the mountains?

      Eventually we made it to the surface. When I opened the grate above us and jumped out, I realized we were in the middle of ancient Roman ruins.

      “This is the ancient city in Algeria. Nobody comes here, because Octavian will not allow it.” Traian had followed me out. His bare skin glowed, as his black wings dragged behind him.

      I wanted to touch him and show him how much I had missed him, but now wasn’t the time. We needed to get as far away from here as possible. I didn't know if being on the surface was a good idea, as we could be spotted from the air. But at least in the ruins, we could find some cover.

      That's when I heard the sirens.

      “We will be hunted now.” Traian grabbed my hand and started running.

      “Fly. Can you fly?” I asked him.

      “Still too weak. I wouldn't be able to get us very far.”

      I took the lead and pulled him along, running through the desert and the old stone structures that had been there for thousands of years. I heard the guards coming closer. I saw lights above us, and quickly dove underneath an arch, pulling Traian with me.

      His eyes glowed red and he kissed me.

      “We will not make it out alive together, but I can stall them, and you can escape without me slowing you down.”

      Just then, a beat-up old truck pulled up next to us. The door opened, and Padrick jumped out.

      “Nice of you to show up.” I wanted to slap the elf.

      “There isn't much time. We need to go now.” He motioned for me to get into the car.

      Traian kissed me one more time. “Go with him. He will keep you safe and I will hold off Octavian’s men.”

      “No, I'm not leaving without you.” I pulled on his shoulders.

      “If you stay here or try to save me, you will die. But if you leave me, you can get out. They will recapture me, but will keep me alive in an effort to get to you.” He kissed me once more and pushed me toward the elf. “Go. Go with Padrick. Protect yourself. Learn everything and destroy this man that claims to be your father.”

      I pressed my lips against Traian's, taking his taste into my mouth one more time. “I love you.”

      “I know. I love you too. Forever.” He kissed my cheek and then ran in the opposite direction.

      Padrick grabbed my arm and pulled. “We have to go now, or else we’ll all die.”

      I jumped into the truck with him and we drove off. I expected the sirens and the searchlights of the helicopters to come after us, but instead they all centered on something in the middle of the ancient city. That's when I heard the gunfire.

      I tried to turn back, but Padrick's arm blocked my view. “Don't watch. It will only make it worse.”

      “We can’t let him die. They’re going to kill him.” Crimson tears flowed from my eyes.

      “He's not going to die. He's going to be tortured and he’ll experience great pain, but he will not die. Trust me, I've tried to kill him myself. The bloodsucker won't fucking die.”

      I didn't care if Traian couldn't be killed. Seeing the love of my life in pain or being shot at just made everything inside me revolt.

      I felt a knife plunge into my gut and twist. I looked down, but there was no blade sticking out of my abdomen. I checked my hands for bleeding, but I was fine. Except I wasn’t. A second knife went into my shoulder. This time, I cried out, as my hand went to the place I’d been stabbed only to find smooth skin.

      “What’s happening?” I gasped, as another blade sliced through my other shoulder.

      “Have you exchanged blood with him recently?” Padrick took my hand, keeping the other on the wheel.

      “Yes.” I winced as someone kicked my knees. “Oh god. They’re hurting him.”

      “I’m so sorry, darling. Hold my hand. I’ll take some of the pain for you.”

      I felt the anguish fade a little. When I turned to Patrick, he had beads of sweat trickling down his brow, but that was the only sign indicating he was experiencing the pain. I still felt the blows, but they weren’t as intense.

      We were driving in broad daylight now. I realized that I had already been in the sun for some time, as the rays hit my bare arms.

      “Why am I not burning? I thought I couldn’t be in daylight?”

      Padrick glanced at me for a moment and whistled. “Wow. How much of his blood did you take?”

      “I don’t know. He was bleeding really badly, so I licked his wounds, hoping it would help close them.”

      “Well, his blood is allowing you to walk in daylight. I don’t know how long that will last, but don’t count on it to work tomorrow.”

      Eventually the blows and stabbings stopped. Traian must have fallen unconscious and they were letting him be for now.

      Padrick let go of my hand and pulled out a coat from between the seats. “Put that on just in case. And rest, you’re going to need your strength.”

      My body felt heavy, so I leaned back. My eyelids closed, and I fell into a dreamless sleep. When I awoke, it was night again. Padrick drove until we reached a coastal town. We parked on a deserted beach.

      “You can swim, right?” he asked as he got out of the car.

      “No.” I had never learned because I was too busy recovering from heart surgeries as a child.

      “Well, just paddle your hands like this.” He waved his arms around like windmill blades.  “You should be able to make it.”

      We got into the water, and I copied what he did. Thus, I haphazardly swam out into the ocean. I kept sinking below the surface, but I knew I couldn't drown, because I didn't need air. It still felt scary the deeper we went.

      Out of nowhere, a half-submerged submarine appeared and blended with the water. No one would be able to see it from above. We climbed to the side where a hatch was located. Padrick opened it, and water came pouring inside. He closed the round door and then pressed a button that drained all the water out before he opened a second hatch.

      A ladder led us into the main part of the sub.

      “What is this?” I looked at the odd lights and screens that lined the walls.

      “A gift from a government I helped a couple of decades ago. You establish goodwill with these humans, and they pay you in the most interesting ways. We're the only ones in the submarine, by the way.”

      I knew that, because I’d checked for any other presences the moment we climbed through the first hatch.

      Inside the galley, Padrick opened the fridge to reveal several bags of blood. “In case you need to eat,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I said, even though I didn't need to eat. I had Traian's blood.

      I could still feel him, despite being miles apart. If I closed my eyes, I could almost see his bleeding, unconscious body. I could feel his agony. Every now and then, I doubled over.

      “Someone's punching him again,” I muttered.

      Padrick came to my side and wrapped his arms around me, holding me upright. I rested my head on his shoulder.

      “Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry. He will be in a lot of pain for a long time. I don’t know how long this will last. As time goes by, that will diminish. But we must get you further away from here. That may help.”

      The pain gradually subsided. After a time, I was able to stand on my own, and I pulled away from him.

      “Where were you?” I demanded. “We were captured. That asshole came into our home and took me and Traian as his prisoners. And you were nowhere.”

      “One does not just confront Octavian. Last time that happened, I almost lost my head.”

      “I don’t care about the past. You have an obligation to do what's right, whether it means your life or not. How did you even find us?”

      Before he could speak, I held my hand up.

      “Let me guess, Eva told you this was going to happen.”

      “Actually, she did. But you were both supposed to get out. She's been wrong before, like you finding her grave too soon. That was supposed to happen two years from now.”

      This was news to me. I needed to know more about what she had planned.

      I wish I had my “grandmother's” journal with me.

      And then I realized my casket was still in Octavian's room.

      “Padrick, my casket, the—”

      He shook his head. “I grabbed some dirt, and you can put it on the earth or the bed or wherever you’re sleeping. It should suffice. You don't need the casket.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “To protect you from sunlight and help you transition, yes, but we’re underwater, where we’re going to be very much protected from the sun. However, I have a theory.” Padrick pulled me into the deck of the sub.

      “What theory is that?”

      “Not all the magical laws apply to you.”

      I came to a stop. He turned to face me.

      “Did you know about my grandmother being my mom?”

      His eyes darkened for a moment. “Yes. I was there the entire pregnancy.”

      “You were there when I was born?” My jaw dropped.

      Padrick nodded and opened a compartment from which he pulled out a pair of leggings, a tunic, and some sneakers.

      “Here.” He handed me the clothes.

      I glanced down and realized I was still wearing my silky, white nightgown that Dara had set out for me to wear but it had been ripped and stained with blood.

      “Thanks.” I took the clothes and changed in the small room on the side of the main hall of the sub. I had so many questions but Padrick wasn’t ready to answer any of them just yet.

      We traveled through the ocean, deeper and deeper into the Mediterranean, and then we passed through a channel in Istanbul and came out the other side into the Black Sea.

      The sub surfaced in unoccupied waters. I sensed the boat approaching us before it showed up on the radar. So did Padrick. His eyes flared green, and a smile spread on his face. That confirmed what I had felt, too.

      I went to the hatch and climbed out.

      Ari stood in human form on the edge of the bobbing boat like a commanding sea captain.

      I smiled at the familiar face, but he remained serious.

      “Octavian has declared war against you and placed a hefty price on both of your heads. But know that your lover is still alive. He will be okay. But I'm here to warn you that things are about to get worse.”
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      I stood on top of the submarine and stared at Ari in disbelief. Oh, I believed him. He wouldn’t lie to me or Padrick. But his words still had that otherworldly feel, as if this was a dream and I would be waking up soon.

      Alas, this was really happening. I knew what I had to do.

      Ari’s boat bobbed up and down on the waves, and a cool breeze off the sea filled the space between us.

      “I need to ask you something, Ari.” I hesitated, because what I was about to request was big, but I knew I had to.

      If there was a war against me, then my family was in danger, and so was Mindy. They didn’t have special powers to protect themselves against Octavian’s evil, and they were the only people I cared about besides Traian, Padrick, the clan, and coven.

      “I need my family to be protected. And my friend Mindy, too.”

      Ari studied me for a moment. I could tell by the tightening in his jaw and the straightening of his back that he wasn't happy with my request.

      “I will do anything in exchange for protection for my sister and mother and best friend who live in Seattle. Tell me what I need to do. Anything,” I pleaded.

      Ari bowed his head. “I will see. If my family is unwilling, then I will go myself and ask for nothing in return.”

      I noted the exchange of looks between him and Padrick. Something was going on between them. Both of their scents changed. Hmm.

      Padrick nodded in agreement. “Thank you, mate. Appreciate you helping her out.”

      “Think nothing of it. Now go, for danger draweth nigh. I will go talk to my family. I will take care of yours, mark my word.”

      “Thank you, Ari, I owe you big time.”

      I was about to step back into the hatch, when Ari cleared his throat. I met his gaze.

      “The only way you can repay us is by learning how to destroy him as quickly as possible. Also your coven has gone into hiding.”

      A sense of relief filled my chest. “Good. And I will destroy that asshole. Thank you.”

      We descended back under the water and traveled further and further into the sea. About an hour, maybe two later, Padrick guided the sub into what looked like a cave. We traveled through it until we came to a massive open gate. It looked like it hadn't moved for thousands of years. We passed through it and got to a point where the open cave wasn’t completely filled with water.

      Padrick docked the sub next to a walkway, and we both got out. What is up with all these caves? Everywhere I’d been lately, from Romania to Africa and now the Black Sea, had caves. Is this how the magical community stays hidden from the humans?

      “This is an ancient structure from the days of Atlantis, an old outpost used by the aliens to monitor people in Europa.”

      I stared at Padrick. “Did you just say ‘Atlantis’ and ‘aliens’ in the same sentence?”

      He nodded and motioned for me to follow. We went across a walkway and into a passageway. Everything was wet. The wall seeped with moisture. We went deeper, through a series of tunnels, until we stopped at a blank wall. Padrick pressed on a series of stones as if punching in a code, and a door opened. We stepped through. A couple of lights came on that looked like glowing stones inside the walls, and I noticed the runes etched into the rock. The entire place buzzed with an energy I had encountered before.

      The same as in the helicopter and the fortress.

      Octavian had said he was over ten thousand years old. Had Atlantis been a real place, not just a legend? That would explain the weird technology I’d encountered—not that I had experience with military equipment.

      I placed both palms on the damp wall next to me. The stone hummed against my skin as if the structure was alive.

      In this compound, we found many chambers. One had beds. Padrick sprinkled soil on the four corners around one of the mats and tossed a blanket on top.

      “It's very rustic, and for that I apologize. But this is where we have to stay for a while, until we figure out the next step.”

      “So where exactly are we?”

      “Near the Danube River Delta. There are ruins underneath the delta that are at least seven thousand years old, maybe even closer to eight. These date back fourteen thousand years, to when Atlantis was still here.”

      I wanted to ask what he meant by ‘still here’. What had happened to Atlantis? Did it disappear or get completely obliterated? Were aliens involved? Was Atlantis a spaceship? I had so many questions. Before I could say anything, though, Padrick held his hand up.

      “You must rest. I’ll warm up some blood for you, but we will figure out our game plan only after you wake up.”

      He was right. I was in no state to do anything. I needed to sleep and feed.

      A few minutes later, he returned with a steaming cup of blood. I downed it quickly… I’d ignored my growing hunger, with all the excitement of our escape. After I ate, sleep hit me.

      I felt guilty for wanting to sleep when the love of my life was being tortured on a different continent. I felt guilty for leaving Traian, and for putting my family in danger by trying to escape Octavian.

      A warm elf hand touched my shoulder, interrupting my musings. Padrick stood next to me, his face downcast.

      “You are so young—too young to have all this thrown on you. But if you can't help us, we’re all doomed. Octavian will destroy the planet. He thinks he's saving it by destroying humanity—he’s so hungry for power that he doesn’t even realize he's eliminating his own source of food. Without humans, vampires will die. They cannot sustain themselves on the blood of animals alone.”

      I couldn't agree more. The twenty-four hours I had spent in Octavian’s fortress were enough to tell me that something was truly wrong with that man. Maybe such a long life had caused him to go crazy. His unchallenged strength and power only added to the impending disaster.

      “Rest,” Padrick urged me. “We will talk more when you wake up. I will be in the next room, going over some data.”

      I nodded.

      He took my empty cup and left the room.

      I laid down inside the circle of dirt, pulling the blanket over my shoulders and head. Before I even realized my eyes had closed, I had been transported.

      I was in a different cave, somewhere away from where my body lay. In this cave, deep in the bowels of the earth, a stone sat at the center. The more I looked at it, the more it glowed. The silver light shone brighter the closer I got.

      I reached out to touch the sphere, but the moment I made contact, everything disappeared.

      Find me, Chosen One, a low, male voice said.

      I sat straight up on the cot. I was back in the sea cave. What was that? I had seen that orb of light before, in the vision I’d received when I touched Eva's grave, and then again when I drank from the silver chalice.

      That’s my next clue.

      I settled back down on my bed, but then I realized I knew what I needed to do and sat up again. This time I went to find Padrick.

      “You didn't sleep long.” He looked up from a small console that looked more like a game board.

      “I had a vision.”

      He stood up and came around to face me. “A vision of what?”

      “I think there's an egg, a dragon egg I'm supposed to find.”

      Padrick's face softened, and a smile spread on his lips. “Well done. Yes, there is a dragon waiting for you. I have no idea where. Do you remember what the cave looked like?”

      “How did you know I saw a cave?”

      “Because that's where dragons hide their eggs.”

      We were actually talking about dragons. Holy shit. “Dragons are real?”

      As I voiced the question, I felt stupid. Of course, dragons are real! I’d seen a red one, Zara, in dreams and right before I died. And why was I surprised? Vampires and elves were real, so why not dragons?

      “There's something I need to do. I know of this dragon,” I said. “I know this is the key to saving Traian. But I need to let him know that we are coming for him. Can you teach me how to communicate with him?”

      Padrick studied my face and sighed. “It's called dream walking. When you go to sleep, focus on something you love about him. That thing will pull you to him. You have already exchanged blood, and that’ll help you find him quicker. You can't stay too long with him, though, because the others will sense you and torture him even more to get to you.”

      I stepped forward and hugged Padrick. I didn’t know why, I just felt like it was the right thing to do. One of his arms came around, and he hugged me back.

      “Who knew that my pain-in-the-ass professor would be my ally in saving the world,” I whispered against his chest.

      Padrick chuckled and squeezed me. “I've been your ally from the very beginning. Now go rest. Tell your lover what you need to, and then come back. We have much work to do.”

      I returned to the cot and lay down. I felt Traian’s pain right between my shoulder blades but focused on how much I loved how he kissed me and willed myself to go back to sleep. As unconsciousness took over, I felt for the cord with my eyes closed, and pulled on it. One hand at a time, I tugged myself in that direction, following the connection through a long, dark tunnel until I came to a room full of light.

      There, on the table, lay Traian, with silver spikes sticking out of his body. We were alone.  I walked around the table as he groaned. I could feel his pain.

      I breathed through the agony. “I’m here, my love.”

      I came to his head and touched his matted, bloody hair. Silver pins stuck out of his face. I touched the one spot between his brows that didn’t have a needle sticking from it.

      I whispered, “I'm here.”

      Traian opened his eyes and turned his head slightly to face me. “You shouldn’t be.” His voice sounded raspy.

      “I know, but I wanted to let you know I'm coming for you. Please hold on just a little bit longer. Don't give up.”

      “I'll never give up, as long as you are alive.”

      “I love you.”

      I kissed his ear and then I let the silver cord pull me back to my body. When I opened my eyes, I knew what needed to be done.

      It was time to pack for a trek into The Alps.

      

      To Be Continued….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe this book is finally out. When I started writing this series (ten years ago), I traveled to my motherland, Romania, and visited family in Curtea de Arges.  I knew right away I needed to include the Cathedral and city somewhere. The mountains were close by and provided a perfect setting for lots magic stuff to go down. Some of the creatures you meet in this book were taking from Romanian folklore, but I did take lots of creative liberties so they fit in my world.

      If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review! And don’t forget to subscribe to my newsletter at www.melaniatolan.com.
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