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      Hours, maybe days later, I ignored the opening of the door, just like I had everything else, but the more blood they drained from my body the harder it became to keep the mental shield up around my mind and ignore their tactics to shatter my will. They could have my blood, but not my mind. I would resist even after they took the last drop.

      But then a scent caught my attention. They had brought in a warm-blood—a human, one that hadn’t been here before and I knew every heartbeat in this compound. Hers raced fast, as all humans did in the presence of danger, yet she gave off a calm, but powerful energy.

      I was too weak to use my third eye, so I cracked open my left eyelid and suppressed the urge to leap off the table. I tried to hide my surprise. The woman standing before me was the last person I wanted to see. Not that I didn’t want to see her, just not here.

      Damnit. They’d found her. Were my mother and sister safe? Damn you, Octavian.

      He would not stop at anything to break me and now more people I loved suffered because of me. I could feel Traian shudder in the next room as they drove another silver spike through his leg. My leg screamed in response to his pain. I could feel his pain, even though my shield blocked my own.

      Traian and I were mates, linked by our love and blood exchange, but also, he was my maker—the one who had turned me into a strigoi earlier this year. So much had happened since that fateful day in the cemetery in Seattle. Yet for all the gains I’d made, here I lay on this cold silver table, being drained of my lifeforce, while the love of my life was being tortured twenty feet away.

      We were so screwed.

      How had Eva gotten it so wrong? I’d been captured twice by the man responsible for our torture. He also happened to be the man who unknowingly donated his sperm to my mother to conceive me—I refused to call him my father. This also was part of Eva’s brilliant plan.

      But was bringing my best friend, Mindy Tierra, here to this dungeon of hell part of her plan too? If so, I officially hated Eva forever. If Padrick had killed Eva, I didn’t care. I would have driven a knife into her chest at this point. Something snapped inside me. I would not be another pawn in her scheme and nor would my friends and family.

      Nope. This ends now.

      I stared at Mindy. Blood ran down the side of her flawless caramel skin and she had a half-healed bite mark on her neck, but her hazel eyes glowed with an unexpected excitement. Had they drugged her? Maybe it was just her naïve, optimistic human nature that made her look like she knew something no one else in the room did, including Octavian, who walked in behind her.

      My eyes went back to the fresh red wound at her left temple. All my strigoi instincts kicked in. My throat burned with thirst as the smell increased in intensity. All the blood loss only made it harder to resist the urge. Even though the restraints on my wrists and ankles kept me from following my nature, I would never feed on my friend. Not because that’s what Octavian wanted me to do—why else would he bring her here—but because it was wrong. That’s where I drew the line.

      Seeing Mindy here, bleeding, nearly distracted me into dropping my weakened mental shield. I couldn’t block out all the noise anymore. Maybe that was the point, but I wouldn’t give in.

      “Here’s the deal.” Octavian began, placing a hand on Mindy’s shoulder. “You stop fighting me and I’ll spare your traitorous friend here.”

      Traitorous? What was he talking about?

      “She was caught by our spies with all kinds of concoctions made to sicken us and even kill. Her blood is poison because of these tinctures she’s been taking. Which by the way, she fed to you while you were alive.”

      I could barely make out the words he spoke as the mental barrier I had erected blocked out most of the sound, but I could read his lips. Even if I could hear him loud and clear, his words made no sense.

      From behind him, the black witch bitch, stepped out and pulled back on Mindy’s black curly hair, exposing her neck to me. “She’s the reason my mate is dead,” Ciarra sneered.

      Ciarra, the black witch bitch, had been the bane of my existence since our first meeting in the ancient tunnels under Europe last summer. She’d nearly taken me, had it not been for Padrick and Argo’s help. The image of the elf and dragon popped in my mind briefly, but I quickly shut them out. I didn’t want to risk Octavian knowing more about them than he already knew.

      This was part of the reason he wanted my mind. I had information that would track Padrick down, and he wanted my dragon.

      This ends now. I reminded myself. This sorry excuse for flesh and bone had taken too much and he wouldn’t have any more. I’d bided my time, waiting for Padrick to come rescue us like he’d done before, but nearly five long, painful months later, he hadn’t come.

      I hoped that he, Argo, and Storm, my cat, had made it off the island we’d hidden on before Octavian had shown up ready to blow up the entire place to get me. The only reason, I knew they were okay, was the fact that Octavian hadn’t brought them in here like he had Mindy to use against me.

      The cuffs on my wrist and ankles hummed with energy blocking my own. The only problem that Octavian’s witch alchemists hadn’t factored in was that the longer the restraint touched my skin, the more my body acclimated to its signature. And they’d chosen the wrong metal to use.

      Silver was my element, from where I drew my powers. They may have weakened me by draining my blood, but my bones had been slowly draining the power source keeping the cuffs on. I’d saved enough electricity to blow up this entire floor if it wouldn’t cause a thousand feet of dirt and Sahara sand to crash down on us.

      And so what if it did? If it killed Octavian and his minions in the process, the sacrifice of Mindy, me, Traian, and any other unlucky innocent person here would be worth it.

      But as much as I wanted to follow through with this promising suicide mission, I couldn’t justify killing a few good people in an effort to save thousands of potential victims. I simply couldn’t allow myself to do so. And Octavian knew this about me.

      Damn it.

      More curses flew through my head as I tried to figure out what the heck I was going to do. The other issue was I didn’t have enough blood in my system to channel the stored magic and release it. I met Mindy’s eyes. Poor girl. She would die for nothing and I couldn’t even save her.

      She winked at me and mouthed, “Open your mouth.”

      She must be drugged. That seemed like the only logical explanation as to why she would say that.

      Then she broke into violent dry heaves until she vomited all over the floor, except she caught one thing with her teeth. My mouth opened in shock, but not because she’d told me to do so.

      Ciarra had let go of her hair and stepped back to not get splattered by vomit—a grave mistake. Octavian had stayed put, but with his annoyance of getting his pristine blue velvet robe tainted, he missed Mindy’s smooth release of the object from her mouth. It flew in a gentle arc through the air right into mine.

      I caught the small glass vial with my teeth just as he leaped for it. I crushed it and swallowed the small amount of blood before he could do anything about it. I knew whose blood it was the moment the liquid touched my tongue. It wasn’t just any blood. It was Padrick’s. The magic surged through my veins, giving me enough energy and strength to get me and the two people I loved out of this hell.

      This meant my elf friend was safe. I would punch him later for involving Mindy.

      Octavian twisted midair to lunge at Mindy, but before he could snap my best friend’s neck, I finally broke free of the cuffs and knocked him down before he could lay a hand on her. With one blast of electricity, I sent Ciarra through three walls.

      I ripped the tubes draining blood from my arms before breaking Octavian’s neck. I knew it wouldn’t kill him, but it would slow him down enough for us to get away. With the mental barrier down, the shouts and screams of the guards sounded like bombs exploding in my ears.

      I flung Octavian’s body through the open doorway where the guards came pouring through, taking out three of them. Then I grabbed Mindy and threw my body against the concrete wall separating Traian and me. The structure gave way like cheesecake. I rolled to my feet bringing Mindy behind me, using my body to shield her. Padrick’s blood was powerful, but it would run out soon, so I had to act fast.

      “Madre de Dios,” Mindy muttered.

      I cranked my neck around to kiss her cheek. “God, I missed you.” And then I sent three hundred volts of electricity into the five guards standing between me and Traian.

      He groaned as one of the men landed on top of him. I rolled the limp body off and gritted my teeth at the sight. Traian lay on the table naked, like a dead corpse, multiple silver spikes sticking out of every limb. A metal bucket caught his draining blood at the foot of the table. Déjà vu. But this time, I was prepared.

      I silently called on Earth and sealed the room from the rest of the world. I had minutes before Octavian would heal and the rest of his witch, scion, and vampire army would come crashing in. We needed to be out of here long before then.

      “Take that bucket and pour the blood back into his mouth,” I barked at Mindy. I didn’t have hardly enough blood in my system to give to him, but his own would be enough for now.

      She nodded and did as instructed, while I quickly pulled out each spike and licked each wound to keep them from bleeding out. The extra drops of blood gave me more strength to use my magic. Hopefully enough to blow a hole to the surface and get us out of here. I wanted to ask if Padrick was waiting for us anywhere but held my tongue. My barrier might be soundproof, but there were still five unconscious guards inside the room that could be recording our conversation with their suits. I hoped that the electricity I’d blasted them with was enough to short circuit their devices, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.

      When I pulled the last stake out, Mindy was only halfway through pouring the blood back into Traian. The red liquid dripped down the side of his face, because he wasn’t swallowing. There was no time for this.

      “That’s enough, we need to get out of here.” I took the bucket from Mindy and set it down, before grabbing Traian and hoisting his limp body over my right shoulder.

      “Jesus Christos,” Mindy whispered with eyes wide. “Girl, you’re a beast.”

      “Yeah, lots of things have changed since we last saw each other.” I secured Traian with my right hand and grabbed Mindy around the waist with my left. “Hold on tight, buttercup. We’re about to go for a ride.”

      I closed my eyes and focused every thought on Earth and Wind. Free us from this prison. I will pay my debt when we are safe.

      Your debt has been paid tenfold, Chosen One, by your spilled blood, Earth responded with a loud rumble. Thank you for your contribution.

      The ground beneath my feet began to shake violently but lifted as a hole in the ceiling opened. That’s when my barrier took the brunt of the attack from five of Octavian’s witches.
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      I could feel each blast in my bones, but I held strong. The ceiling above them collapsed to make room for the earth opening above us. Once we cleared the lower floors, I shrunk my barrier down to only the three of us. We moved slowly up to the surface to the living quarters. More blasts of energy hit us as we passed through each of the levels of Octavian’s compound.

      With each explosion, my body weakened. I wouldn’t make it through to the top. The thirst in my throat grew once again and I realized how much danger Mindy was in right now.

      I will not feed on my friends. I repeated.

      I had to think fast because I wouldn’t be able to hold the barrier much longer. Earth may be helping me, but I had to have enough energy to channel its force.

      Worry not, Chosen One, Earth rumbled on. There is an escape pod on the next floor to your right.

      My shoulder muscles screamed under Traian’s weight. It wouldn’t be long before I couldn’t carry him. Mindy sensing my distress, moved to my right side and braced her shoulder against mine to take some of Traian’s weight.

      As we reached the next floor, twenty guards shot lasers, silver bullets, and electric arcs at us. I turned to the right and sure enough there were two escape pods at the far end of the hall. The only problem was a dozen soldiers stood between us and our way out.

      My physical energy waned but I still had enough electricity to send them into cardiac arrest if they had been human. I opened my shield just enough to blast energy into their brains. Too bad I realized too late that they were wearing invisible head shields to protect them from my attack. One of them used that opportunity to fire a laser dart that hit me right in the center of my hand.

      I let out a grunt but slammed my shield shut again. This time I dropped Traian as I fell to my knees. More guards and witches surrounded us, and the barrier took hits from all directions, but I held it with every last bit of willpower I had.

      Shit.

      “I got this.” Mindy placed a hand on my shoulder.

      I was supposed to protect her. What could she do? As a human, she was the weakest amongst us here. I tried to muffle my cry when I pulled out the dart, but a shriek still escaped from my throat. Blood oozed from the X-shaped wound in the center of my palm. The skin didn’t mend itself as black tentacles spread across the surface of my hand.

      I’d been poisoned and didn’t have enough blood in my system to heal.

      From her tattered jeans’ pocket, Mindy pulled out three gemstones—clear quartz, amethyst, and labradorite. “I call on the protection of the crystals in my hand. Shield us from the energies of those that would do us harm. A white light barrier to protect us. A blue and purple wall to deflect any attacks from them. And so it is,” she whispered as she held them high above her.

      I stared at her in shock, forgetting the pain in my hand and how screwed we all were, when a veil of translucent white flowed over us like a dome of light followed by purple and blue. Each one reinforced my shield. It almost reminded me of the time Padrick had supported me on the island in the northern sea when Octavian’s ships began attacking us. Together, our shields were stronger. But Padrick was an ancient, powerful elf, and Mindy a mere human.

      Yet, you were a mere, sickly human once too and look at you now. The little voice in my head chirped.

      True.

      Maybe that’s why Octavian had found her. Maybe she was a witch too. She obviously wielded power from crystals like no normal human I’d seen before. What else could she do that I haven’t been aware of in all the years we’d known each other? In that moment, I saw Mindy in a very different light, and with new respect in my heart for her.

      The earth behind us moved, but sideways this time, pushing us toward the pods.  The guards and witches fell to the side, afraid to touch the edge of the protective dome of light. When we reached the pods, Mindy turned to me.

      “You’ll have to lift him inside. I can only hold this veil up for maybe one more minute.”

      I nodded. I could barely stand, but I used the last bit of energy left to pull him inside the pod. Traian collapsed in a heap at the center of the small compartment. Mindy stepped inside with us and hit the green button that sealed the doors. I expected us to be launched through the underground vacuum system to who knows where, but nothing happened. The fallen guards regained their strength and returned fire on pod.

      The walls of the capsule were strong and protected us, but if we didn’t get out of here fast, they’d figure out a way to break in using their complex technology. Yet, as they advanced, one by one they fell, with arrows piercing their backs. Small emerald balls of light exploded behind them. I recognized that light and just then, Padrick appeared from the smoke and rubble, dressed in his elven attire complete with quiver and bow. And behind him a large silver wolf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Ari.

      My heart skipped at the sight of two familiar and very dear people, but all my nerves tightened too. This was a dangerous place for supernatural creatures. From the side halls, four black hairless wolves surrounded the elf and vârcolac. I knew Octavian kept shapeshifters in his force but never had confirmed it until now. Padrick tossed his bow over his shoulder and unsheathed his sword. Two of Octavian’s beasts leaped onto Ari while the other two attacked Padrick.

      Ari took several bites out of one of the wolf’s shoulders and back legs, but he ripped out a large chunk of one wolf’s flank and then shredded the other’s neck in less than two seconds. Padrick slit one of his attackers in half with one swing of his blade, sending a streak of blood in our direction that splattered on the window.

      “Wow, Dr. Yummy Pants turned out to be more than meets the eye,” Mindy commented at the carnage taking place outside. “And now, I also get why he was always protecting you.”

      Padrick had been my professor in college and my physician before I died last spring. It turned out he was just an elf that had been tasked by Eva to protect me. It wasn’t easy because as a human I teetered on the edge of death with all the illnesses that plagued me since birth—diseases that most likely also had been part of her plan. He’d been there since the beginning playing various roles and disguises ensuring I survived until the time came for me to die so I could become who I was now.

      “Yeah.” I cringed as the other wolf’s head went flying across the hallway.

      Two more wolves came out and attacked Ari, but instead of helping him, Padrick walked up to the pod and broke off a piece of the shell. He cut three cords and replaced several white crystals inside of what looked like a control panel.

      “I disabled the tracking system. Now press the green button again!” he yelled, but the thick glass muted his voice. “And get the hell out of here.”

      I placed my left, uninjured hand on the window between us. I wanted to be happy to see him, but all kinds of emotions raced through my mind. The last few months I’d heard so many lies about him, and how he’d been responsible for killing Eva. Again, it made no sense since he’d been deeply in love with her.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      He placed his palm on the glass across from mine and held my gaze for a moment. “Save yourselves.” He turned to Mindy and nodded.

      The next moment we were hurtling through the vacuum system. I fell back, nearly landing on Traian. When I turned to Mindy, I saw she had pushed the green button again.

      “Sorry, he told me to do it.” She sucked in her breath.

      “But we need to help them.” I slammed my fist in the glass with all my might, but only a short sliver of a crack appeared.

      I scanned the interior, searching for a control console or some type of navigation device, but everything was smooth except for a few buttons. When I tried to stand, my legs wouldn’t hold me up. My right hand ached as the black webbing covered my entire palm.

      “They’ll be fine. We need to take care of your hand now before the poison spreads any farther.” She tore a strip off her green and red flannel top and wrapped it around my hand. “My shirt has been treated with a healing potion by Satra.” She smiled.

      “You met Satra?” The warm scent of the blood pumping through her body grew stronger in the small space we were now confined in, as did the burn in my throat.

      “Super nice lady.” She nodded and then pulled off her shirt revealing a black tank top and placed the shirt over Traian. “It will help him too, plus, I’d rather not stare at his naked ass.”

      As exhausted as I felt, I found myself smiling. So many questions swirled around my mind, but blackness hovered at the periphery. I wanted to know everything, but my body and brain had other plans for me. I needed blood, but it would have to wait until we were outside of this capsule and I had other options for food
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