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        Eylin

      

      

      

      The smell of blood from the crystal pitchers at the other end of the table reached my nose, and my fangs burst out for the first time. My eyes felt strange—an odd combination between stinging and full of pressure. They didn’t hurt, but they had to be turning red for the first time too.

      Keeping my head low, I looked around the table. No one paid any attention to me. The Fyrsturae, including my parents, discussed important problems only they as leaders of the vampire world could solve. Maybe I could slip away unnoticed. I didn’t need an audience when Mother and Father gushed over the beginning of my transformation.

      My mouth watered, the scent of the blood intensifying. I had to get away. Couldn’t lose control, mustn’t cause a scene. I slid my fork onto my plate, careful, silent. No easy task. Everyone at the table possessed supernatural hearing.

      I stood and took a couple steps away from the table.

      “Done already, love?” asked my father.

      “Yes.” I kept my head down. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Are you all right?” asked my mother.

      “I’m fine.” My mouth watered more. I had to get away from the blood. “I’ll be in our wing.” I left the dining hall as fast as I could without drawing attention to the fact that something was very wrong.

      The door closed behind me, and I looked up and down the hall. Blake headed my way from the direction of his family’s wing. What timing. I needed to run into him like I needed a stake in my heart.

      I ran in the other direction. Everything blurred around me as I ran. I had to be faster too. That had to explain it. Maybe going through my transformation wouldn’t be so bad. I just needed to get a grip on the blood thirst.

      Though I was a vampire, I didn’t want a drop of blood. My body wanted it—that much was obvious. My mouth hadn’t stopped watering, and my fangs hadn’t retracted.

      “Eylin! Is that you?” Blake was next to me. “Have you been training to run faster?”

      “Yeah,” I lied. “Your parents are waiting for you in the dining hall. I’m already done eating. Catch you later?”

      “Stop, Eylin. You sound different.”

      Of course, I did. My throat was crying out for that red liquid. I picked up speed.

      Blake put his hand on my arm. “Stop. I want to talk with you.”

      I pushed his arm away and picked up my speed.

      He grabbed my arm and forced me to stop. I turned and glared at him.

      Blake’s eyes widened. “Your eyes….”

      “Yeah, they’re red. I’d appreciate it if you didn't tell anyone.” We’d been best friends for as long as I could remember. I hoped he would trust me.

      “But they’re…they’re….”

      “Red, I know. Don’t tell our parents.”

      “They’re not just red, Eylin.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “They’re Fyrsturae red.”

      My still-beating heart skipped a beat. “That’s not possible.”

      Blake nodded.

      “It’s just because I’m in my transformation. Everything’s worse then.” I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      “Why not? Only the Fyrsturae have eyes that color. You’re not one.”

      “My parents are.”

      “So are mine. My eyes never turned that color,” Blake said.

      “Are you as bored with this conversation as I am? Everyone says my mother did everything in the extreme when she was going through her transformation. You always say I take after her. There’s your answer. Go eat lunch.”

      “You need blood.”

      “I’ll get some later. I’m not ready to deal with it right now, okay? Just let it be.”

      His eyes looked pained. “Eylin, you can’t deal with this on your own. Your parents need to know. Did you even tell them about your transformation?”

      I stepped back. “Not yet. Let me deal with it.”

      Blake grabbed my hand. “If you’re turning into the tenth Fyrsturae, the others need to know.”

      “My mother is the tenth one, remember?” I asked. How could he forget? We had spent more than enough time studying vampire history which included the highest ranking group of vampire leaders: The Fyrsturae, most of who were also original vampires. Only my mother was born later than the rest of them.

      “Your mother’s sister has been dead for years,” Blake said. “There are only nine. You could replace your aunt.”

      “What happens when she comes back to life? Fyrsturae never stay dead.”

      Blake looked around and then looked me in the eyes. “You didn’t hear this from me, but your father took a witch and a prophet to your aunt’s body and had it taken care of…permanently.”

      “What? How do you know?”

      “Uncle Alre tells my father everything.”

      “Does my mother know?” I asked.

      Blake shrugged. “I don’t see why she wouldn’t. But then again, she’s always held out hope that Ida would change her ways.”

      I shook my head. “Father wouldn’t keep that from her.” No two people were more in love than my parents. “Why would your parents tell you?”

      “They didn’t. I accidentally overheard our fathers talking.”

      My eyes felt strange again as I glared at Blake. “Why are you telling me this?”

      He gasped. “Your eyes…they’re even darker.”

      “I thought you said they were already Fyrsturae red.”

      “They are, but even their eyes get darker when angry. I’m sorry I told you. I hate to upset you.” He looked like he meant it.

      “If that’s the case, leave me alone. I need to rest.”

      “Resting isn’t going to help. You need blood,” he said.

      “And you need to mind your own business!” A light bulb burst a couple feet away.

      “You’re clearly in your transformation.”

      Another bulb burst. I spun around and ran down the hall. I didn’t even care if he ran to the dining hall and told everyone about me starting the process. I just wanted him out of my sight.

      “Why are you pushing me away?” he asked.

      “And why won’t you respect my wishes?” I stopped without warning, and he ran ahead, halfway down the hall before stopping.

      I ran down the other direction. With any luck, I had enough of a head start to get away from him.

      Blake caught up to me, grabbed my shoulders and forced me to stop. “You can’t outrun a fully transformed vampire, Eylin.”

      “What exactly is your plan? You won’t leave me alone. Why not?”

      “I’ll take you back to the dining hall and you can have a glass of blood. It’ll help.” He extended a hand.

      A light bulb burst. “Didn’t I tell you that I don’t want any blood right now?”

      “I know it’s a strange sensation at first, but it’s not going to go away. Not until you have blood.”

      My eyebrows came together. “I won’t need it until I’ve completed my transformation. Leave me alone.”

      “Don’t push me away. You need loved ones now more than ever.”

      “What I need is to clear my head.” I put my hands on my hips.

      Blake pulled the collar of his shirt away from his neck. “Drink my blood, then.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “You need blood, Eylin.”

      “Human blood. Vampire blood is like dessert: tasty, but not sustaining.”

      “It’s better than nothing.”

      “I’m not drinking your blood, Blake.” Vampires drinking each other’s blood was more than dessert. It was highly personal, and though Blake and I had been courting each other since we were twelve, I was not ready to bring our relationship to that level. Especially not in one of the hallways in the castle.

      “Then let’s get back to the dining hall.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “I’ve been called worse.” Blake smirked. “Let’s go.”

      “You’re annoying. I’m not going anywhere.”

      He shrugged. “You can’t hurt my feelings. I know how mean transforming vampires can be. It’s all part of the process.”

      “I didn’t say it because I’m transforming, Blake. You’re irritating beyond measure.”

      “And you’ve been trying to put off your transformation.”

      I hesitated.

      “Didn’t think I’d noticed, did you?”

      “Jerk.”

      “Can’t hurt me, Eylin. I love you, and I’m not going anywhere. You put up with my crap when I went through mine, and I owe you as much.”

      I looked around. There had to be a way to escape him.

      “You want to go my father’s game room and talk?” he asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Why don’t you want to transform?” he asked.

      I stood taller. “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      He looked frustrated.

      Good. That meant I could wear him down.

      “It’s a natural part of life. You can’t fight it. I don’t know why you’d want to.”

      “You’re sucking the life out of me, Blake.”

      He looked at me for a moment. “You look pale—probably because you need blood. It’s obvious I’m not going to get anywhere with this right now. Will you let me take you to your room? I’ll stop talking about your transformation.”

      My body relaxed. “Yes. I just want to rest. Didn’t I say that when you first started annoying me?”

      He took my hand. “I know you don’t mean any of that.”

      Was he right? I would never have spoken to him like that before, but at the same time I had meant everything I said. I wanted to be left alone, and he was smothering me. It didn’t matter because he was finally coming around. Once I was in my room, I would be rid of him.

      We walked in silence to my family’s wing. Was he right that I had Fyrsturae eyes? If that were the case, then perhaps I would have a wing of the castle one day. If Ida was out of the picture and I took her place, her wing would be mine.

      Not that it mattered right now. I had my transformation to deal with, and once the others learned of it, no one was going to let me out of their sight. That was how it went. Transforming vampires are more temperamental than a toddler, but with far more power and strength. When Blake went through his transformation a couple years earlier, he had taken out an entire wall. Everyone had a unique transformation story. I needed to put mine off as long as possible.

      When we got to my room, Blake walked in and closed the door behind him.

      “We’re not supposed to be in a bedroom alone.”

      “Should I tell your parents about your transformation? They would understand because there’s no way they would want you alone. Not unless you had some blood to calm everything down.”

      “Fine. Stay, but you’re not following me into the bathroom.”

      Blake shrugged. “The walls are reinforced. You can’t go through them anyway.” He sat at the table and picked up a book. “Go ahead.”

      I glared at him even though he wasn’t looking at me. I went into the bathroom and could see my eyes glowing even before I turned the light on. Once the light was on, I saw they had the dark, Fyrsturae shade.

      Did that mean Blake was right about my father permanently getting rid of my aunt? Was I really going to be a Fyrsturae? I stared at my eyes for a while and then looked at the rest of me. My skin was paler than before, and I could hear my heartbeat weakening. It would be a while, but if I didn’t find a way to stop the transformation, it would eventually stop and then I would become a full vampire.

      Before I turned, I needed to get back to the dragon city. I had been there as a baby and even with my vampire memory, most of the time there was a blur in my mind. The first time I had run into a dragon four years earlier, the memories started surfacing.

      When I saw the dragon, I remembered playing with him as a baby. The dragons had taken very good care of me and returned me to my family. But I needed to get back there before I transformed.

      The memories were still unclear, but I needed to get away from the castle and get to the dragons. I couldn’t forget them. I’d been able to push aside my desire to return for a long time. But now that my transformation had started, I knew I needed to find out what they meant.

      I wanted to ask Blake if he remembered much from our encounter with Darius, the dragon leader’s son. That had been the first day that Blake and I acknowledged our feelings toward each other. Then we stumbled upon a secret entrance to the dragon city and met Darius.

      It seemed like more than a coincidence. Darius had said that he came out for air often, but given my emerging memories, I was sure he often looked for me.

      I had been fearful to return and had never brought it back up with Blake, but now that I was beginning to transform, I needed to find Darius. But first, I needed to convince Blake to leave me alone long enough for me to slip away from the castle.

      I went back into my room. Blake looked up from his book. “Believe me now?” he teased, in a way only a lifelong friend could.

      “It’s not that bad.” I shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll feel better after a rest. Sure you want to stay here and watch me sleep?”

      His eyes held longing, and he swallowed. “Anything for you.”

      Usually, I’d be excited at the prospect of him being in my room, but it just irritated me. I had to hold it together. “Thanks, Blake. Even though I’m dealing with these strong transformation emotions, I do appreciate you being there for me.” I forced a sweet smile. “Just remember what yours was like.”

      Blake shuddered. “I wish I could forget my transformation. Get some sleep, and then afterward you might see your need for blood. Why are you so against it? We're supposed to enjoy it.”

      I sat across from him. “I’ve seen quite a few vampires go through this, and one thing I’ve noticed is that blood actually doesn’t help. It seems to intensify the crazy.”

      He set the book down. “You’ve got it wrong. The blood helps—a lot. It’s when the cravings come that things spin out of control.”

      “Why not just keep a pitcher of blood by your bedside? Or carry a flask?”

      “I wish it was that easy. It’s the process of turning into a vampire that does it to us: everything in our body changes, down at the cellular level. It’s worse than hormones, though those get worse, too.”

      “You would know.”

      Blake had read every science book he could get his hands on. “Try reading something other than love stories,” he held up the book in front of him, “and you’ll learn something useful, too.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I do my vampire studies.”

      He reached across the table and put his hand on top of mine. “I know you do. Get some rest. That red in your eyes is creeping me out.”

      “Why? You’ve seen it all the time in the Fyrsturae.”

      “Not on you.”

      “Whatever.” I stood. “Well, if you get bored watching me sleep, or reading my romance novels, feel free to do whatever you need to. You don’t have to babysit me.”

      “I know. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I am.” I climbed into bed and made myself comfortable. I opened one eye just a crack to see if he was watching me. He was.

      My breathing was unsteady, probably because of the thirst. My body screamed for blood, but I didn’t want it. Wouldn’t take it. Feared drinking it. Even so, I needed to get my breathing to sound like I was sleeping. Then maybe he would give me some space.

      I felt bad about keeping things from him, but he wouldn’t understand. He had always been so negative about dragons. He didn’t understand because he hadn’t been there. I had, and I needed to get back.

      They held answers about me and my life. I'd had spells placed on me, and that made me different from every other vampire.

      I cracked my eye open again and saw Blake looking out the window. I focused on my breathing, making it so rhythmic that I made myself fall asleep.

      In my dream, I found myself in the great underground dragon city. Most everyone had shifted into human form, looking just like a vampire. Even though I was an infant, I was able to understand that they had ulterior motives. But those motives weren’t to bring me harm. They wanted to bring me into their society and care for me.

      Darius and I spent every waking moment together. At one point, a caretaker came over. She spoke in the strange language I’d been hearing since arriving in the city. Some of them knew my language, but for the most part I was immersed into their culture without many comforts from home.

      The woman picked Darius and me up, and then carried us to a building I’d never seen. Several men stood before us, and Darius’s father was there too. The adults set us on a table, and the caretaker stood behind us.

      One of the men in front of us brought out a small bowl and showed us some sparkling dragon scales. Darius reached for one, and the man slapped his hand, reprimanding him in the foreign language.

      He then sat the bowl just out of our reach, picked up a scale and broke it. Sparkly dust shot out of the scale. I reached out and caught some in my chubby, little hand. No one reprimanded me.

      The man broke more scales, collecting the beautiful dust onto his hands. He spoke again, and as usual I couldn’t understand. Not that it mattered, because I was mesmerized by the magnificent dust.

      He blew on it, and it surrounded Darius and me. It tickled my nose and skin, but I loved the smell. It was a sweet, exotic smell unlike anything else I’d smelled before or after. As I dreamed the scene, I could smell it again. My skin warmed; I couldn’t tell if it was my skin from the memory or if my actual skin had warmed. Somehow I knew I was dreaming a memory even as I slept.

      Once the dust settled and collected on us, I could understand what they said. Every word made sense, not that I had the vocabulary to interact.

      The man with the scales looked at me and then Darius. “It has been set. You two will marry when you reach the age.” He turned to me. “You must not allow yourself to transform into a vampire, child. You’re now destined to marry a dragon, and you’ll need to become one of us.”

      I sat up in bed, gasping for air. Was that the reason I was fighting my transformation? Should I be fighting my supposed destiny to marry Darius instead? What about me becoming a Fyrsturae?

      Blake ran to the bed. “What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

      I stared at him. I was anything but okay.

      “Do you need blood?”

      “Yeah. Can you get it for me?”

      He squeezed my hand. “Yes. Just wait here. I’ll be back as soon as possible.” Blake turned around and ran out of the room.

      That didn’t leave me much time. I hurried out of bed and found my shoes. I had to get back to the city and figure out what was going on. I opened my door and looked down the hallway. Blake was nowhere in sight. I closed the door and ran for the nearest exit.

      Luckily, I got out of there without running into anyone. The last thing I needed was for anyone else to see the color of my eyes.

      Once outside, it took me a moment to get my bearings. I’d only been to the city entrance one time. It was near the training grounds. I made my way to the overgrown path and pushed aside thorny bushes. They scratched my arms and I winced, but it was only momentary before the wounds healed.

      There was a door in the hill after a little clearing. I walked up to it, my pulse pounding in my ears.

      The door opened and out walked Darius. He looked exactly as he had those years earlier, only taller, more muscular, and with facial hair. My heart skipped a beat. He was even better looking than any vampire I’d ever seen.

      I looked into his eyes and my breath caught. I couldn’t speak.

      He smiled. “I knew you’d be back.”

      I stared at him like a fool. He was even more gorgeous when he smiled. I could easily spend the rest of my life looking at that face.
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      “When do you think Eylin will begin to transform?” I asked, looking into Alrekur’s eyes.

      “Any day now.” He squeezed my hand. “We need to prepare for the drama.”

      I leaned back against the couch and stared into the fire. “Don’t you find it strange that she hasn’t begun yet?” I turned to look at him.

      A funny look crossed his face. “Everyone goes at their own time. You were seventeen, weren’t you?”

      “Almost seventeen when it started, but I was also living with humans. I had no contact with vampires or blood. Living with humans delayed my transformation.”

      “All of Fyrsturae were about fifteen or sixteen when we transformed.”

      “Except she’s not a Fyrsturae.”

      Alre looked away. “Maybe she is.”

      My throat closed up. “What?”

      “You said it yourself when she was younger. Now that Ida’s dead, there’s an opening for a tenth member.”

      “That was only speculation, Alre. The moment my sister returns, her place is filled.”

      “No one’s going to find her. You know how far we buried her body and head from each other.”

      I stared into his eyes. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      He fidgeted. “She’s not coming back.”

      “What…do you mean?”

      “I took care of it.”

      “You took care of what?” I sat taller, letting go of his hand.

      “She’s too dangerous, my love. I couldn’t risk her coming back.”

      My hands shook. “What do you mean, you took care of it? What did you do, exactly?”

      “I found an ancient witch and a prophet, and they combined their powers. Her remains disintegrated into dust. There’s no way she can return and bring harm to any of us ever again.”

      My entire body shook. “You did this behind my back? How could you?”

      “To keep us safe. It was the only way to protect you and Eylin.”

      I shook my head. “I never thought you would betray me.”

      “Betray?” He sat up taller. “I would never bring harm to you. You have my heart, and everything I do is for you.”

      “You went behind my back. Why would you do that?” Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision.

      “Because it was the only way to keep you safe. My brother came to me with the idea. He—”

      “So this is Soren’s doing?”

      “It was his idea. I thought it was a good one, and as King I made the executive decision to follow through and get rid of a dangerous enemy.”

      “My sister. Without my knowledge.”

      “She wanted you dead. I couldn’t risk her coming back.”

      “You never know, she could change.”

      Alre took my hand. “That’s what you want to believe, but I’ve known her for her entire life. She won’t ever change, and that not only puts the Fyrsturae at risk, but our family. Imagine what she would do if she ever got her hands on Eylin.”

      Of course I wouldn’t want her harming our daughter, but he should have talked with me first. I opened my mouth to say something, but the door burst open and Blake ran in looking fearful.

      “Uncle Alre. Aunt Alexis.”

      “What’s going on?” I stood up. “Are your parents okay?”

      “It’s Eylin.”

      My chest tightened.

      “What about her?” Alre demanded.

      “I can’t find her.” He looked frantic.

      I took a deep breath. “The castle is huge. She could be anywhere. You know how she enjoys the hidden tunnels.”

      Blake shook his head. “Her transformation started. I went to get her blood, but she’s gone.”

      “Where would she go?” I exclaimed.

      “I don’t know. She was acting weird, but I chalked it up to the transformation.”

      “Weird? How?” Alre demanded. Alre moved to Blake’s side in the blink of an eye.

      “She didn’t want blood.”

      “You just said she sent you for blood.”

      “Before. I think she sent me for it so she could take off.”

      Everything went white around me, and I was only vaguely aware of the floor hitting my face.

      When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the couch. I stared at the fire trying to recall why I was there. Then I remembered Blake saying that Eylin was missing. Were we going to relive her infancy? I didn’t know if I had it in me.

      I sat up and looked around. Blake and Alrekur were standing at the other end of the room speaking in hushed, serious tones. I could hear every word, but with my mind spinning I couldn’t make sense of them.

      “Where’s Eylin?”

      Alre came over and put his hands on my shoulders. “I’ve put word out that if she’s seen, we’re to be contacted immediately.”

      “And…?”

      “Nothing yet.”

      “How long have I been out?” I stood, but found my legs unstable.

      Alre slid an arm around me. “About a half an hour.”

      “No one has seen her in that time?”

      “She could be riding unicorns through the forest.”

      “Or she could be outside the safe, enchanted woods hunting down humans with a blood thirst she can’t control.”

      “We’ll find her, my Sonnast.”

      My body felt weak, and my mind spun out of control. “We need to do something.”

      “I’ve sent for some fortified blood,” Alre said. “You’re going to need it after passing out.”

      “What are we going to do if she—?”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions. We don’t know that she’s missing, my love.”

      “Why does this keep happening?”

      “Keep happening? We can’t compare this to her kidnapping. It sounds as though she went somewhere on her own.”

      I looked over at Blake. “Why would she take off from him? They adore each other.”

      “Who can explain anything a transforming vampire does?”

      “Blake, come over here.” I waved him over.

      “Yes, Aunt Alexis?” He looked me in the eyes.

      “Tell us everything.”

      Blake explained arguing with her and finally convincing her to take a nap. “She was sleeping soundly for a while, but then she thrashed around, twisting her blankets up. I was going to wake her up, but then she spoke.”

      “What did she say?”

      He shuddered. “That’s just it. I couldn’t understand a word of it.”

      “She was mumbling?” I asked.

      “No. It sounded like a foreign language.”

      “It wasn’t one that you learned in your studies?”

      “Nothing like that. It didn’t even sound remotely close. You know how some languages are similar? Whatever she said was different from all the languages I’ve ever studied or heard.”

      I sat back on the couch. “What could it mean?”

      Alrekur and Blake sat on either side of me.

      “That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out,” Alre said.

      “What happened when she woke up? Did she say anything about it then?” I asked.

      Blake gave me an apologetic look. “She cried out for blood. I ran to the dining hall for a couple pitchers, and when I returned, she was gone.”

      “And no one has seen her?”

      I reached for Alre’s mark and gave it a little rub. It lit up with its typical multi-colored light, illuminating my arm. “All three of our marks are interconnected. We could try to contact her that way.”

      Alrekur looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I know we use the marks for invisibility, but that can’t be all. We’ve rarely needed to be invisible. We have to try at least.”

      He rubbed the mark on my neck and I watched his arm light up the familiar silvery-blue color from my mark. Heat ran through me at his touch. I ran my fingers over his and the light from both marks reached for each other and danced in the middle. I had been born with my mark, and it was the sign of an ancient prophecy showing that I was the Sonnast—Alrekur’s true love. His mark hadn’t appeared until after we had been married.

      “What now?” Alre asked.

      “We wait.” We kept our hands on our respective marks, watching the glow of colors intensify. If Eylin were with us all of our marks would work together to make us appear invisible as they surrounded us.

      “Eylin,” I said, “if you can hear me, please come back home. We’re worried about you.” The colors continued to intermingle and then I pulled my hand away. “I don’t know if that did any good or not. We should get out there and find her.”

      “You need some blood first, my love. After passing out, I’m going to insist.”

      “I don’t have time to wait.”

      “It shouldn’t be much longer. I don’t know what’s taking them so long.”

      I turned to Blake. “Can you find out what’s taking so long?”

      “I’ll be right back.” He left the room.

      Alre took my hand and slipped his fingers through mine. “We don’t have a reason to believe anything is wrong beyond typical transformation issues. She’s driven by a new blood thirst and doesn’t understand the powers growing within her.”

      “Except transformations don’t cause one to learn a new language.” Fear ripped through me. “What if she was speaking the dragon language?”

      “She said she never learned that. Remember, she said she couldn’t even understand a word of it when she was there?”

      “What if her transformation triggered something? We haven’t heard from Rodric since he returned Eylin as an infant. After destroying most of our properties, he just disappeared.”

      Alrekur kissed my hand. “It’s true that we haven’t heard from him, but it’s not like all of dragon kind has gone into hiding. They’ve been restoring the world after the human war.”

      “But he’s their leader.”

      “That’s what Rodric said. He’s likely only the leader of the local dragons.”

      “I don’t care who leads. We need to find Eylin.”

      Alre pulled me into a hug. “We’ll find her. Let’s focus on what we know first. Chances are she's only rash because of her thirst. When I sent out word to have everyone look for her, I was told a hallway between our wing and the dining hall had a string of broken lights. That tells me we’re dealing with a simple transformation.”

      “But what if it triggered—?”

      “We don’t have that, and we have no reason to believe it at this point.”

      “There’s no reason to disbelieve it, either. Rodric took Eylin for a reason. He gave her back, and there’s more to it than just trying to scare us before disappearing for a decade and a half.”

      “We’ll look into that too, but chances are she’ll return and with no idea her taking off would upset us.”

      I scooted away from him. “You don’t believe me.”

      “That’s not it. I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      “You think that’s what I’m doing?”

      He took a deep breath and appeared to be counting silently. “I trust your judgment, my love. We need to take this one step at a time, and jumping to dragons isn’t the natural first step.”

      I got up and went to the window. I scanned the visible area for Eylin but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “Where is she?”

      The door opened, and I whipped around. It was just a servant carrying a tray of pitchers. He set it down on the table and left without a word.

      “Have some blood, my love.”

      I glared at Alre, but walked over and poured myself a glass.

      “Why look at me like that?”

      “You think I’m jumping to conclusions. That and I haven’t forgotten what we discussed before Blake came in.” I drank a couple glasses of blood, feeling my strength return. “Let’s find her.”

      Alrekur poured himself a glass. “Have some more, my Sonnast. You passed out, remember.”

      “Not from a lack of blood. It was from the news.”

      “You still need your strength.” He gave me a knowing look.

      That look drove me crazy, always had since we had first met. Not only did he think he knew everything, but he usually was right. What was worse was how hot his pride was. I wanted to both smack him and kiss him at the same time. Instead, I poured myself another glass of blood and turned around.

      He chuckled, knowing exactly how he got under my skin. “Can’t resist me, so you have to turn away?”

      I turned back around and glared at him. “Our daughter’s missing, and you dare make fun of me?”

      “She’s not missing—not yet, anyway. My bet is on impulsiveness. Or have I not driven that point into the ground yet? She got a strange idea and ran after it. I don’t know where she would have gotten that from…do you?” His eyes twinkled.

      “You’re impossible, you know that?”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      I gulped down the rest of the blood. “Let’s just find Eylin.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Where do you think she went?”

      “I have no idea, Alre. That’s the problem. She could even know the way to the dragon city.”

      He put a hand up. “No talk of dragons. Not yet, at least. I don’t discount your theory, but let’s focus on the forest first.”

      “What if she left our woods?”

      “She’ll be fine. It’s the humans you should worry about.”

      “I hope you’re right.”
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      “So, where’s your boyfriend?” Darius raised an eyebrow.

      Holy prophecies. Who knew such a small movement could be so seductive? I took a deep breath, trying to force myself to keep my composure. But with my intense blood thirst, it made everything else nearly impossible to control. “How did you know I’d be here?” I asked.

      “I didn’t. It’s like I said last time you came. I often come out to get away from everything.”

      “Sure you’re not waiting for me?” I nearly covered my mouth. Why was I being so bold?

      He leaned against the door frame, smiling. “How much do you remember?”

      “A lot more than I did this morning.”

      His face became serious. “Your transformation started. That would explain your red eyes. How much longer do you have?”

      “Until I turn into a full vampire? Depends. Everyone’s different. The longer I put off drinking blood, the longer I can stay in the process.”

      Darius nodded. “So, you remember the importance of not allowing that to happen?”

      “You don’t sneak out here, do you? Your father’s fully aware of your activities, isn’t he?”

      “I can’t get anything past you.” He raked his fingers through his dark hair.

      My breath caught. Even that was sexy. I wanted to throw myself into a kiss, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. If we were meant to marry, he would get enough of that later.

      Then it occurred to me: why wasn‘t I more concerned about the impending marriage? Was it because I had known all along even though I couldn’t remember until that day?

      Darius watched me, his expression curious. “How much do you recall?”

      “Enough.”

      “What made you come here today? I thought I would have seen you again before this.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”

      He snorted. “Too busy to slip away for just a few minutes? I saw the way you looked at me back then. At some level, seeing me sparked memories.”

      “Not as much as my transformation.” Sure, he was hot, and I wanted to get to know him—more than I even wanted to admit—but I wasn’t going to let him know that. “My dreams speak to me.”

      “Good to hear. Want to come inside and see your old stomping grounds?”

      My blood ran cold. Did I dare go into the city? Would I even return?

      “We’re not going to kidnap you again. Even if you don’t come today, you’ll come in on your own at some point.”

      The last thing I wanted was to let him know how much I agreed with him. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself before I leave my home to enter a cave with you?”

      He laughed. “It’s hardly a cave. I’d think you’d remember that much.”

      “I do. But I remember you as a baby, that doesn’t tell me anything about
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