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      Alexis

      

      I clutched my enormous belly and tried to hold the tears inside.

      “What’s the news?” Alre asked. He wrapped his arm around me, as though aware of my anxiety. No, he probably felt it. We couldn’t hide anything from each other. Never could.

      Soren frowned. “I just received word of an entire village in Africa wiped out.”

      My tears broke loose. “I can’t listen to any more of this.” I broke free of Alre’s grasp and ran out of the games room. So much death and destruction. All at the hands of my beloved daughter.

      My entire life had been about helping humanity, but Eylin had gone beyond undoing everything good I’d ever done. In all my studies of vampire history, I’d never heard anything like the horrors my offspring was inflicting.

      Of course, almost no one had heard of such atrocities. The other slayers had been written out of the history books. My husband had mandated it, too pained by the heartache caused by them, by his children. And now another, sired again by Alrekur —a third slayer.

      A vampire as bad as—worse than—all the human myths and fears.

      The stories I’d been told—lies. That humans had feared our species and made up the bloody, murderous paths of destruction we were capable of. Twisted tales of common vampires.

      But no, based on slayers.

      Children of my beloved Alre. Offspring he never wanted to think about again.

      I needed to know more. He’d been putting me off since the moment Eylin had turned into one. The little I’d been told about the other slayers gave me such inadequate information. There was so much more I needed to find out.

      And I wouldn’t take no for an answer. If Alre wouldn’t tell me about the other slayers, I would get the information out of someone. There were eight other Fyrsturae—original vampires who had been alive for over three thousand years. One of them would tell me something.

      Svana? My best friend. She was busy with her baby and it might be challenging to get information out of her, being married to Alre’s brother and confidant. If Alre wanted no one to speak to me about the other slayers, they would keep quiet.

      Hella. She had become close to my Eylin right before she turned into a killing machine. I could play upon that. Get her to talk to me.

      “Alexis,” Alre called. He had tracked my scent.

      I turned my head, but didn’t slow my speed. “I need to be alone.”

      “We need to stick together in times like this.”

      That was it. I skidded to a stop and turned around. He caught up with me, relief covering his face.

      “Stick together?” My voice shook. I was nearly shouting.

      His eyebrows came together. “Yes, of course.” He reached out to touch me.

      I shirked away. “Really? Then why won’t you tell me about the other slayers? Why is everyone else afraid to say anything?”

      He took a deep breath.

      “If anyone deserves to know everything about slayers, it’s me. I’m done waiting around. If you won’t tell me, you force me to find someone who will. If none of the Fyrsturae will say anything, fine. Someone will tell me the truth. Other ancient vampires. Maybe someone from another species. You’ve wiped the slayers from our history, but I’ll bet there are plenty of species who haven’t.”

      His face contorted as though in pain. “You don’t know what you’re asking me.”

      Any other time, his suffering would be enough for me to stop. Not this time. “It involves Eylin. I’m sorry the past causes you agony, but I need to know it.”

      His face morphed from pained to conflicted. Finally, he took a deep breath. “Okay. I’d rather you hear it from me than anyone else. Let’s go back to the games room.”

      I stood taller. “No. I’m not giving you the chance to find a way out of telling me between here and there. Either say what you have to this moment, or let me start my mission to find someone who will.”

      Alre took a deep breath. “I won’t go back on my word to you. I will fill you in on everything you want to know about the previous slayers.”

      “Start talking now, and we can go to our room.”

      “All right.” He put his arm around me. “Out of all the children I’ve ever had, only two ever turned into slayers.”

      “Three.”

      We turned around and headed for our room. My mouth went dry. I was both eager and nervous to hear about the fate my child had stepped into.

      “Yes, three. The first two were one son and one daughter.”

      “Who were the mothers?”

      He flinched.

      “Who?”

      “Is that really important?”

      “Every detail is.” I stopped and stared him down.

      Sadness covered his face. The scent of his worry encircled me.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You’re going to need to sit when I tell you this.”

      Fear ripped at me. “What could be so bad?” I exclaimed. “We’re both aware of past partners. We had our own lines to build. It’s the Fyrsturae way.”

      “More has been removed from the history annals than just the slayers and their reigns of terror.”

      “What could be worse than what I already know?”

      My daughter was now obsessed with her blood lust, unable to focus on anything else. She had already single-handedly cut the dragon species in half. From what we could tell, she had the same intentions for the humans.

      That worried me more than anything else. Being half-dragon, she only had a taste for dragon blood. If she’d developed a taste for human blood—something she’d never particularly enjoyed, and had actually avoided most of the time—that meant something was changing within her on a deep level. Perhaps down to her cells.

      I shook. “Why won’t you answer me?”

      Alre swallowed and wrapped his arm around me. “Please, come to our room.”

      “Okay,” I whispered. At least he was finally willing to tell me everything.

      The short walk to our room felt like a trek in a desert. It was hard to breathe and my feet slogged, making it hard to walk. My mind swirled with possibilities. What could be so bad? Worse than my child being a cold-hearted killer? Worse than everyone believing the only way to stop her was to kill her? And the only reason she hadn’t been put down—the phrase the Fyrsturae kept using—was because no one could find her.

      No one in our group wanted her dead, but they were all convinced it was the only way to stop her. I was the only one convinced there was another way. There had to be.

      After all, I was the Sonnast. Prophesied about for three thousand years before my birth. And it wasn’t only because Alre couldn’t fall in love before setting eyes on me. It wasn’t only because we were destined to rule vampires for all eternity. I always knew it was something bigger than that.

      Then we had Eylin. Born with her own mark—the mark of the dragon. Destined to unite vampires and dragons.

      Even if we managed to find a way to return her to herself, she would have to live with what she’d done for her entire life. The rest of eternity.

      Finally, Alre and I made it to our room. He held the door open for me. I felt like I was about to walk into an execution chamber. Some small part of me was going to die when I heard what he was about to tell me. Of that much, I was certain.

      He closed the door. “Have a seat.”

      I glanced around. The bed didn’t seem right. The table, too restricting. The couch would have to do. I sat and squirmed, unable to get comfortable.

      Alre sat next to me and put his arm around me. He wouldn’t meet my gaze. Or even look in my general direction.

      “Alre?” I whispered.

      “You have to promise to hear me out. You’re going to feel betrayed.”

      “How?” I asked. “You had no romantic feelings for anyone who mothered your children.”

      “True, but you’re not going to like this.”

      I braced myself. “Just say it. You’re killing me with the suspense.”

      “But the actual knowledge may ruin you.” He played with a strand of my hair.

      “Then do it quickly.”

      “The other slayers were mothered by…” He paused. “Ida.”

      I turned to him, my eyes widening beyond their natural capacity. “You… did you… I had to have misheard you.”

      “Your sister mothered the twins, Alexis. I’m so sorry.”

      My mouth gaped. I couldn’t find any words.

      “I’m so sorry,” he repeated.

      I clutched my stomach. “But… but she never procreated with any Fyrsturae.”

      “Not after the twins. No one would go near her. None of her other children became slayers and none of my other ones did, either.”

      “So… it’s something in combining your DNA with ours?”

      “It would appear so.”

      I shook my head furiously. “It can’t be.” I rubbed my belly. I couldn’t be carrying a demon child, could I? “Why did no one ever tell me?”

      He pulled me close and held me tightly. “Because I ordered nothing of the slayers to ever be mentioned in speech or written word ever again. I declared them to have never existed. My speaking it made it so. Ida became an outcast. No one wanted anything to do with her. She rebelled and ran off, building her line with children of the Fyrsturae when they were old enough.”

      My stomach churned. “I thought she was evil from birth.”

      “She was a difficult child, sure. But she was just as much a part of our group as anyone else. Between everyone shunning her and the pain of the twins… That’s why she’s always hated us. Your parents have never forgiven me. Any of us, actually.”

      “Why didn’t the Fyrsturae fear you? You kept building your line with them.”

      “None of my other children had turned into slayers. I convinced the others that it was Ida’s fault. Even so, only Svana would help build my line.”

      “I thought that was because you two were good friends.”

      “That’s how we became good friends—raising our children together.”

      I put my face in my hands. “This is too much.”

      “That’s why I wanted to keep it from you. I can’t stand you being in pain.”

      “What?” I turned to him, the pressure in my eyes nearly exploded my irises. My fangs shot out. “I can’t believe you kept all this from me. You had children with Ida!”

      “They’re dead. It never happened.”

      “You can’t change history! The fact that you just told me all that proves it.” I jumped up from the couch. “Did the thought of our children becoming slayers ever once cross your mind?”

      “No. You’re nothing like Ida.” He rose, but I jumped away.

      “Sounds like she’s only ‘evil’ because you turned her into an outcast.”

      “Wait. It’s not like that.”

      My mind reeled. “It makes sense that my parents hid their true identities and ruled the vampire world while you were dead. Why they changed their own history.”

      “They turned on you, remember?” he asked. “Relinquished you to be raised by humans. Made Mattie look like a criminal and had her imprisoned for your supposed kidnapping.”

      “Without them, you would have never woken. We would have never met.”

      “They only wanted to revive Ida. Do you think they would have gone to all the trouble if they could have awoken her first?”

      My fangs dripped with venom. “You’ve made my sister out to be an evil enemy. It’s not true. Her vengeance has a reason.”

      “Wait, my love. Back up.”

      “Don't call me that!” I hissed at him.

      “Alexis…”

      “How dare you?” I screamed. I didn’t care if the whole castle could hear me. Let them. “Everything I’ve believed has been a lie!”

      “No. Not everything. Only that I had children with her, and that they were slayers.”

      “Those are enormous lies, Alrekur.”

      He flinched at my use of his proper name. “It’s not like that.”

      “I’ve always had a desire to get to know my sister.” I narrowed my eyes. “Everyone has discouraged me, saying I needed to let it go. I should have listened to my instincts. There was a reason I wanted to give her a chance—because she deserves one.”

      “No, she doesn’t. Not even close.”

      “Says you. The one who turned everyone against her. I even killed her with you.” I glared at him.

      “She was dangerous. We needed—”

      “Just stop. I need time to figure my past out. This changes everything.”

      “Ida wanted to kill you over that necklace, remember?”

      “Or because I was your Sonnast?”

      “My love—”

      “Get out of my sight, Alre.”

      His mouth dropped. “You don’t mean that.”

      “You have no idea just how serious I am.”

      He shook his head. “I knew it was best to keep all this buried.”

      “No! You should have told me everything early on. When I was still in love with Cliff. Or at the very least, as soon as my heart turned toward you.”

      “You gave me your heart the moment you saw me. It just took your mind a while to let go.”

      “I said to get out of my sight.”

      His face fell. “All right. For how long?”

      “I have no idea. Have you ever heard the expression, ‘don’t call me, I’ll call you’?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll find you, but don’t hold your breath.”

      “Alexis—”

      “Go!”
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      Alexis

      

      I packed my things, having no idea where I would go. Though the castle was enormous and I could avoid Alre easily enough, I wanted to be farther than that. It was tempting to go to my old room and just order him away. The Fyrsturae castle had been my home for a century.

      But it wasn’t my only home. To my knowledge, my old house in Delphic Cove still stood. Unfortunately, that would be the first place Alrekur would search for me once he discovered I’d left the castle.

      What were my other options? Clara’s mansion in England? Cliff’s humble abode in Italy? Tanner’s home in Canada? Amanda’s place? Toby’s mansion? Any of them would do. I could open up and talk with them all. They would all hear me out and offer their advice.

      Toby was still in Delphic Cove. I’d be close to my old home. It was a place still familiar. It would be like going back home. And being the only non-vampire, he might be able to give me the most unbiased advice. As royal vampires, the others had sworn allegiance to the throne. For them to suggest anything other than returning to Alrekur could be considered treason.

      That answered my dilemma. I would go to Tobias Foley, the head of werewolves everywhere. He had always had my best interest in mind, even back before our two species had formed a peace treaty. Or I should say, that he formed. Toby had been the one who had worked so hard for it, going against some of his own kind in the great vampire-werewolf war.

      I threw a few more items into my luggage and put my ear to the door. I couldn’t hear anything, but that didn’t mean anything. Alrekur had a habit of placing me under watch when he was worried about me. I set the suitcase down and slid through the door.

      A guard was posted just outside. He flinched when I showed, but otherwise, didn’t acknowledge me.

      “You can leave now.” I glared at him.

      “I have orders, your highness.”

      “And now you have new orders.”

      “The King said—”

      “I can imagine. Now I’m giving you different orders. Leave.”

      “Your majesty, I can’t.”

      “Then you leave me no other choice.”

      “Your highness?” He turned to look at me.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but I’ll be forced to. And since I am the Queen, you will have no choice but to take it.” I narrowed my still-red eyes.

      “What am I to tell the King?”

      “That I’m a fully-transformed vampire, and that he needs to learn to trust me if he ever wants things to work out between us.”

      The guard’s eyes widened. “I can’t say that. He’ll kill me.”

      “Would you prefer I write it down? Then it’s coming from me, and not you?”

      He swallowed. “I’m still the messenger. I cannot defy the King’s orders.”

      “You’ve been with him ever since he awoke from his death. He’s not going to kill you.”

      The guard frowned and then reached for his sword.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      He pulled out his weapon and raised it. “I’m sorry, your majesty.” He forced the blade into his heart. Silver oozed from the wound and he fell to the ground.

      I screamed. How much unnecessary death would happen before I found a way to save Eylin? I returned to my room, grabbed my luggage, and ran down the hallway. I took every turn available to me. I would make it as hard for Alre to find me as possible. I crossed paths I’d already taken, going in different directions to confuse his sense of smell as he tracked me.

      Finally, I took a secret passage within the castle walls, darting through several wings until I neared a part of the castle no one ever visited—part of Ida’s wing. I felt sorry for her. Crushing pain.

      She was hated by the group she was destined to be part of. And why? Because her children—not one, but two—had turned into slayers. It could have just as easily been me. My Eylin was now a slayer.

      Had Ida tried to save her twins, only to be stopped? No one was more powerful than Alrekur, and if he’d had seven other Fyrsturae on his side, she wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      Would the necklace Cliff destroyed—the one Ida so desperately wanted from me—have helped to clear her name? Would it have brought back her children?

      I stopped and leaned against a wall. What if that was it? Was she trying to bring back the slayers—my niece and nephew—but the Fyrsturae was bent on stopping her? Keeping the secret from me. I’d been such a young vampire at the time, I wouldn’t have known to doubt any of them.

      My mind and emotions were on overdrive. I was trying to understand a whole new world—one I’d thought was a myth for my entire life up until that point. And now I was basically right back where I started. Everything I knew was a lie. Square one. Nothing had changed—except everything.

      I dropped my suitcase and pressed my palms against the stone wall, gasping for air. I had to get away. Alre would soon figure out that I was gone—and that his guard was dead. He might think I’d done it, but I didn’t really care. Not after all the lies.

      He’d told me before we married that he was physically unable to do anything to hurt me. More lies. How deep did they go? If he’d slept with Ida and had children who’d become slayers, what else? To keep all the Fyrsturae in on it—purposefully keeping the truth from me.

      I needed to find Ida and my parents. No one had seen them since the day Eylin had turned into a slayer. Even they hadn’t admitted the truth to me. But as vampires, they were forced to follow the King’s decrees, no matter how old.

      Pressure built in my eyes. How dare he decree history changed? That didn’t change anything, except to lie to every vampire who would ever hear the fake history. With any luck, he would see the error of his ways. But he would have plenty of time to think that over.

      I wrapped my fingers around the luggage handle and sped to the exit. Even though I knew no one would be outside, I pressed my ear against the door. Just as I thought. Nothing other than the sounds of woodland creatures and some faeries.

      My departure would need to be quick and discreet. I took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into the bright sunlight. My eyes adjusted as the rays warmed my skin. I took a moment to gain my bearings. Delphic Cove was on the opposite side of the woods from where I stood.

      I would need to zig-zag my way through the forest as I had in the castle. My scent would have to leave a trail of confusion in its wake. In fact, exiting the enchanted forest as far away from Delphic Cove would be my best bet. Just in case Alrekur managed to follow the trail. I paused. If I left to the southeast of where I stood, they would assume I was headed to Italy to speak with Cliff.

      That would be the best distraction. I’d grown up with him, so they would all think it only made sense I would run to Cliff in my time of need and confusion. He’d been my rock for so many years. He’d promised to be there for me anytime I needed his help.

      Yes, that was where I would exit the woods. Then I’d find a way to disguise my scent and head for Delphic Cove. By the time Alrekur even thought to look there, I’d have already gotten the help I needed from Toby and perhaps even Gessilyn, if she was still in town living as a solitary witch.

      Maybe I would have even figured out where Ida and my parents were. They were the ones who had the answers I needed. Sure, it was risky to trust them. Or was it? It had obviously been a mistake to trust the Fyrsturae. They were nothing but a group of bald-faced-liars. They’d managed to push away my sister and me.

      Though they’d forced isolation on her, I was taking it myself.

      My cold, dead heart leaped inside my chest. I’d pushed aside my desire to give Ida another chance for far too long. Listening to everyone else rather than my own intuition. I needed to hear her out. Find out her side of the story.

      I burst into a run, heading for the exit that would lead everyone to believe I was headed for Italy. I wasn’t going to disguise my trail. I actually went slower to make my scent stronger. Now I wanted them to follow my path.

      Head for Italy, far away from where I really was. And if I had my way, once they finally checked Delphic Cove, I’d be long gone. Listening to my misunderstood sister’s tale. Likely finding out that her actions weren’t so much evil as they were acts of desperation. A longing to be heard. Acting out like an ignored toddler screaming for attention.

      She held the truth, and I couldn’t wait to sit at her feet and listen. Perhaps my parents would be able to shed even more light on the situation. Maybe we could all be a happy family finally.

      I paused at the edge of the woods, giving my scent a chance to really stand out. I leaned against a tree. Then another. I extended my fangs and bit into my wrist. Blood dripped down my arm, the dark red a stark contrast to my pale skin. My skin started to heal itself. I wiped my blood on the nearest tree.

      That would leave no trace of doubt that I’d been there. I pulled out a couple strands of hair and stuck them into the bark for good measure.

      Now to make my scent disappear. That would be the tricky part. I might have to feed on something other than human—something disgusting like an animal. Or perhaps hitch a ride with some people. I could hear a road nearby. It was so nice that the world was getting back to what it once was with cars and other technology.

      I glanced down at my royal clothes. Not likely to blend in, but I could claim it to be a costume. I picked up my luggage and headed in the direction of the traffic. It was a two-way road that went on as far as the eye could see in both directions. Though cracked and stained, it was a working road.

      A wave of nostalgia hit me. It had been so long since there had been any working roads near the enchanted woods. I had to snap out of it. Alrekur and the rest of the lying Fyrsturae were probably already after me. I hurried to the side of the new road and set down my suitcase. I hesitated, but stuck my thumb up into the air. After so long, I wasn’t sure it was still the sign of needing a free ride.

      A couple cars passed me, making me wonder if I needed to study human culture anew. I wanted to call Toby. He would surely know, but I’d left my phone back in the castle. No reason to give anyone another possible way to track me. Cell phones were rarely used for that—something to do with the faerie dust and unicorn horn flakes powering them—but I wasn’t taking any chances. It sat on my desk.

      The next car headed my way slowed. I rubbed my large belly. If anyone thought I would be easy prey, they were going to find themselves sorely disappointed. Even nearing labor—though it was likely weeks away, but a vampire never knew for certain—I could take on a few humans blindfolded and not break a sweat.

      The rusty yellow car pulled to a stop in front of me. The passenger window rolled down and a young couple sat in the front, checking me out.

      “Are you lost?” asked the guy in the driver’s seat.

      “I’m running away from the carnival,” I lied. At least I knew those still existed, though I had my doubts about people running away from them.

      “Aw.” The girl frowned. “Hop on in. You’re welcome to join us. Where are you headed?”

      I lowered my voice. “Delphic Cove.”

      “We’re driving right by there,” she said.

      “And good choice,” the guy said, glancing at my belly. “They have a hospital, and I’ve heard it’s one of the best.”

      I smiled and climbed in, sure the Delphic Cove hospital had little to no experience with vampire births.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis

      

      I stood in front of Mr. Foley’s mansion—now that I was back in my high school hometown, he was Mr. Foley instead of Toby. Funny how easy it was to revert to old ways, even after so long.

      The property smelled heavily of werewolves, so it had to still be his. Hopefully, he was home. He also had a condo on the other side of town, next to Gessilyn’s building. I’d also heard rumors of him having some homes in various other cities around the country.

      There was no point in letting my scent linger, though anyone searching for me was likely headed to Italy, not this small town. I hesitated, suddenly feeling old insecurities.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. It might be time to rethink this whole plan. I couldn’t afford to be somewhere that caused me to stop thinking like the Queen that I was. I rested my suitcase on the driveway to think. Absentmindedly, I rubbed my stomach. There was no movement, as the baby was resting after being active the entire ride over.

      The front door of the mansion opened. I snapped my attention. Mr. Foley had his back to me, locking the door. The sound of the key sliding into the lock brought back more memories, since locks were so rarely used in the castle.

      He turned in my direction and froze. “Alexis?” he finally asked.

      “Toby.”

      Mr. Foley came over to where I stood and embraced me. I returned the embrace, grateful to have found someone I could trust.

      He stepped back and gave me a sympathetic expression. “Is something the matter? Why are you here?”

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Never for you. Is everything okay?”

      “Unfortunately not. I’m sorry I couldn’t call ahead. I needed to get away quickly.”

      He glanced at my luggage. “Is the castle under attack?”

      “Nothing like that, but I can’t be there right now.”

      “Does it have to do with Eylin?”

      My mouth curved down as disappointment washed through me. “Everyone knows about her, don’t they?”

      “A lot of people in the supernatural circles have heard.”

      And that likely meant others were searching for her, too—to kill her. Tears blurred my vision. “I don’t know what to do. I’m not in much of a position to fight.”

      “Would you like to come in? I have an appointment, but I’m more than happy to cancel it for you.”

      “I don't want to—”

      “You’re never a bother. Come on.” He grabbed my suitcase and guided me up his driveway.

      My mind raced. How would I explain everything to him? It was so overwhelming, and the news of Ida with Alre still didn't feel real. I was angry and partially in denial. At least emotionally. How could the Fyrsturae—whom I trusted and accepted as family—lie to me about that? They all said she’d never mated with any of them. Liars. Every one of them.

      Pressure built in my eyes. It was a good thing I’d left the castle. They thought they’d seen fury with some of Alrekur’s tantrums. Those were nothing compared the emotions I would unleash on them.

      Mr. Foley opened the front door and ushered me inside. He met my gaze and flinched, seeing the red. “Do you need blood? I still keep some on hand. Vampires find their way here more often than you’d imagine.”

      I shook my head and leaned against a wall. “Never been much of a fan of the bagged stuff.”

      His mouth curved upward. “That’s right. Is it a Fyrsturae thing?”

      Pressure in my eyes nearly exploded at the mention of the group.

      He arched a brow. “Perhaps we need to avoid that topic?”

      “That might be for the best.”

      “And I’m going to assume they don’t know you’re here, either, do they?”

      “No, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “Noted. I’ll let my guards know. Would you like me to set up a room for you?”

      I leaned against the nearest wall. “Please.”

      He glanced at my stomach. “What about a doctor?”

      “Is Gessilyn still in town?”

      “Yes, but she’s not a doctor.”

      “And I’ve been through this eleven times. I know what I’m doing. I need her to conduct a locator spell for me.”

      “Sure. Let me give her a call and have a room prepared for you. No blood?”

      I shook my head no and sat on the couch. He pulled out a phone, took my suitcase, and disappeared down the hall. I glanced around the room. Little had changed since the last time I’d visited. Some artwork and other decorations, but not much else. I noticed an old aerial shot of Delphic Cove from before the war. It had been such a happy place—no walls protecting the residents from outside harm. Drivable roads. The old lake, now dried up and used as a camp for those without homes.

      So many memories… and so much changed. My parents and Natalie were gone. Old friends now living all over the world. Tanner leading the military vampires in Canada with Samantha at his side. Cliff in Italy with Stelena and some of our kids. Clara in England with her family. Amanda on the East Coast with Mark and their kids.

      My birth parents and sister dead, but alive again. The ones I’d spent so much time avoiding were now the ones I sought. They were my own flesh and blood, yet I’d trusted everyone else over them. It was time to hear them out. If they were still as evil and vile as I’d been led to believe—by a group of liars—then I’d deal with that.

      Mr. Foley appeared in front of me, forcing me back to reality. “Gessilyn is on her way over. She’s bringing some herbs that are supposed to promote a healthy gestation.”

      “And something for a locator spell?”

      “That, too. Are you sure I can’t get you something? You look—”

      “Horrible?”

      “I was going to say exhausted.” He smiled. His Hollywood grin hadn’t changed a bit. He looked slightly older than he had a century earlier, but barely. With as slow as he was aging, it seemed he would outlive the typical werewolf life cycle. I could easily see him living far beyond a few hundred years. Maybe it was an alpha thing, and he was the leader of all the packs, overseeing werewolves worldwide now. Not just our country.

      “Are you sure I’m not interrupting something important?” I asked.

      “Not at all. I was just going to go for a run.”

      I glanced at his slacks and suit jacket. “That’s your jogging attire? Besides, I thought you said you had an appointment.”

      “You got me.” He grinned again. “I canceled a meeting, but really, it’s not a big deal. When the vampire Queen shows up at my door, I drop everything.”  His face turned serious. “Especially when you have a look of desperation and worry like you do.”

      “I appreciate that.” I leaned back in the couch and stared at a bookshelf. “It’s hard to believe how much has changed over the years. I’m cut off from it most of the time.”

      He sat across from me. “Yes it is, but I have a feeling that’s not why you’re here. Who are you looking for?”

      “Perhaps we can wait until Gessilyn arrives.” I closed my eyes, suddenly feeling the exhaustion Mr. Foley saw in me.

      He spoke, but sounded far away. My mind mulled over what Alrekur had told me, and what it meant. It wasn’t the mating the bothered me. Three thousand years earlier, the nine original Fyrsturae had intermingled quite a bit to build each line. Then with each other’s children once they reached the appropriate age.

      In most cases, it was a matter of building the new species. It wasn’t until much later that they had paired off and married because of love. Soren and Svana. Halldor and Asdis. Alrekur and me. The others chose a life of solitude, enjoying the freedoms of being single.

      Svana and Alrekur had often paired up to build Alre’s line. Svana was my best friend, and there was no weirdness between us. Their past was what it was. But with Ida, it was completely different.

      It had been kept from me, and that made all the difference. Then the fact of their twins turning into slayers. How could no one have thought that was important knowledge for me to have? My fangs threatened to extend. I took a deep breath and forced my thoughts to go elsewhere.

      “Gessilyn’s here.”

      I opened my eyes and saw my favorite witch through the large picture window. She had her blonde hair back in its typical ponytail.

      Mr. Foley got up and let her in. “Should we go into another room? My banquet hall has plenty of room.”

      “Sure,” she said. Gessilyn turned to me and gave me a huge hug. “It’s so good to see you again. I’m so sorry about Eylin. I assume she’s the one you want me to locate?”

      I shook my head no. “Well, maybe later. First, I have someone else in mind. It’s a long story.”

      “Let’s hear it in the other room.”

      Mr. Foley led the way, though I remembered it from our time together. It appeared the room hadn’t been used for banquets in some time. Most of the large, elegant tables were pushed against the walls with chairs stacked on top. The only usable furniture was a couch in front of a fireplace.

      One of his burly guards was building a fire. We made ourselves comfortable on the couch and then the guard took off.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” Gessilyn said. She placed her hand over mine. I started to relax.

      I took a deep breath and opened my mouth. Nothing would come. I couldn't say it out loud.

      She squeezed my hand. “How about start by telling me who you want to find. That will help me prepare for the spell.”

      I studied the dancing flames. “Ida.”

      They both gasped.

      “What do you want from her?” Mr. Foley asked. “She and your parents have stayed quiet since the dragon massacre. Let them stay in hiding.”

      My stomach squeezed. Eylin had wiped out much of Darius’s city.

      “I can't do that.” I met his gaze and then Gessilyn’s.

      She took my hand and held it in both of hers. “Tell us what’s going on. I promise, we won’t judge.”

      “This stays between us.” They both nodded in agreement. “It turns out the vampire history books have been altered.”

      “To cover the previous slayers,” Mr. Foley said.

      “There’s a lot more to it than that.” I closed my eyes to prepare myself. Then I opened them and told them everything I knew. “That’s why I need to speak with Ida.”

      They both stared at me.

      “Someone say something. You’re making me feeling worse.”

      “You must feel so betrayed,” Gessilyn said.

      “Story of my life,” I muttered. “Deception, betrayal.”

      “What do you think Ida will do for you?” Mr. Foley asked.

      “Maybe tell me the truth.”

      “Ida?” Gessilyn asked.

      I sat taller. “I need to hear her side, regardless of the risk of her lying, too.”

      Mr. Foley leaned forward. “Maybe she’ll be relieved to have you wanting to hear her side. She’s always been the outcast of the group.”

      “And now we know why—and I could be next on the list.”

      “You?” Gessilyn exclaimed.

      “Why not? Now that I’ve mothered a slayer. Maybe two.” Instinctively, I grabbed my belly.

      “But it’s not you,” Mr. Foley said. “None of your other children are slayers. Just the one with Alrekur. And you’re Queen. You have every right to fight for your place.” He frowned. “Do you really think they’ll try to cast you away?”

      “I don't know what to think. The only thing I know is that I want a full picture of what’s going on, and I can only get that from my birth family.”

      Mr. Foley’s face paled. “That concerns me. Their track record—”

      “I know, but I don’t have any other option.”

      “You don’t think the Fyrsturae would tell you the truth?” Gessilyn asked.

      “Like they have for the last century?”

      Mr. Foley rubbed his hands together, looking deep in thought. “But you said Alrekur swore everyone to silence over the issue. He declared history changed. He may have sworn them to silence with a death sentence for anyone who spoke of it.”

      “I don’t care. It’s not something anyone should have kept from me.”

      “Maybe they’d forgotten,” Gessilyn said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Vampires can’t forget anything—unless ordered to—but that’s not really forgetting, now is it?”

      “I’m sure they wanted to,” Mr. Foley said.

      “That’s not the point. Everyone pretended to be my friends—my family. They did nothing other than deceive me. My entire life is a lie.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” Mr. Foley met my gaze. “Give it some time for the news to settle.”

      “It’s not like they decided to get a puppy!” I rose, pressure building in my eyes.

      Gessilyn got up and put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve got some tea that can help you relax.”

      “I don’t want to relax. All I want is to question my sister.”

      Mr. Foley and Gessilyn exchanged a worried expression.

      “Will you help me or not?”

      “Of course.” Gessilyn dug into a pocket. “Let me prepare the ingredients.”
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      Hale

      

      Blake’s face paled, nearly making him blend in with the bright sunlight behind him.

      I slid on my sunglasses and sipped my mint mocha, trying not to let his worry get to me. I focused on the bubbling fountain beside us. “What’s wrong?”

      He held up a finger to his mouth and continued listening to the phone. From where I stood, it sounded like Aunt Svana, but the noise from the busy sidewalk made it harder to hear anything. It also sounded like Aunt Svana’s baby was crying, and she was probably holding him, so I couldn’t make out a word she said. But based on the look of sheer dread on my cousin’s face, it was bad.

      My mind raced. Had someone found Eylin? The orders were for her to be killed on sight. My stomach twisted in tight knots. So far, every attempt to take her out had ended in the death of the assassin.

      Finally, Blake put his phone in his pocket. “I… I…”

      “Spit it out!”

      “Aunt Alexis is missing.”

      I stared at him. “It was only a matter of time.”

      Blake flinched. “What do you mean?”

      “Everyone’s trying to kill her daughter. She thinks Eylin can be redeemed. I knew she would only sit by Uncle Alre’s orders for so long.”

      “No. It’s not like that.” Blake shook.

      “What do you mean?”

      He stared at me. “Apparently, Ida mothered the other slayers.”

      The paper cup slid from my hands and splashed brown liquid onto the pavement as the plastic lid came off. “That’s not possible,” I whispered. “She never mated with the other Fyrsturae.”

      “That’s what we’ve been told.”

      I leaned back and watched the water bubble at the bottom of the fountain. “But… why?”

      “Mother was really upset. I don’t know.”

      “No one knows where Aunt Alexis is?”

      “They think she went to see Clifford Montgomery in Italy. Uncle Alre is furious. He thinks he’s pushed her back into Cliff’s arms.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Or was it? “He’s with that Stelena chick. Remember? They’ve been to the castle several times.”

      “But she’s his second choice. He was helping Aunt Alexis find a loophole from marrying Uncle Alre.”

      My stomach lurched. “That’s right. I learned about it before my transition.” Before my memory was perfect. “But… she wouldn’t.”

      Blake shrugged. “What if he’s willing to help her find a way to save Eylin?”

      “Then Uncle Alre’s in trouble. He’s the one who placed the order to have Eylin put down on sight.”

      “And Aunt Alexis fought him.”

      “I remember the bloody mess.” I sighed.

      A tall, lanky brunette with a tight bun and a pinched nose walked up to us. “Blake and Hale?”

      I gave her a double-take. I’d forgotten we were there to meet the witch.

      Blake stood and shook her hand. “Yes, Adeline. We’ve just received some disturbing news. Forgive our lack of manners.” He eyed me.

      I rose and greeted her.

      “You’re looking to undo a spell?”

      “Something like that.” I pressed my lips together.

      “Explain.” Adeline sat on the bench.

      Blake and I sat on either side of her. He glanced at me, and I nodded for him to speak. I couldn’t get past the news of Ida or the possibility of Aunt Alexis returning to the father of her line. She wouldn’t… she couldn’t. Could she?

      Once vampires married, they stayed faithful for life. It was just the way of our species. Yet I had always heard how the Queen was never one to follow traditions. At least not in her younger years.

      “Right, Hale?”

      I turned to Blake. “Can you repeat that?”

      He glared at me. “We think Eylin can be saved from her… current state.”

      “Yes. She turned as soon as a spell was placed on her—a dragon spell. That’s why we called you.”

      Adeline’s nose pinched even more. “Hold on a minute. You aren’t talking about the slayer, are you? The one who has annihilated untold numbers of dragons?”

      “We want to put a stop to that,” I said.

      The dragon witch huffed. “You’re not alone there. But most of the supernatural world wants her dead. Not saved.”

      I swallowed. “We realize that, but we want to try saving her. She’s our cousin, and we’ve known her since we were babies. These killings… it’s not her.”

      “And you want me to preserve her life? I, too, have many family members murdered at her hand.”

      “Then help us set this right,” Blake urged.

      “You think I’ll be more successful than other witches? Countless covens have tried to locate the girl. She’s cloaked.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Have any of the others tried working with vampires? Vampires who know Eylin better than she knows herself?”

      Adeline huffed. “I think we all know the answer to that.”

      “So, we give you an added edge. If you can help us put a stop to her killing spree, you’ll be a hero.”

      Her little eyes lit up. “Okay, you have a deal. But if we find her and there’s no way to reverse her from being a slayer, I kill her.”

      Blake and I exchanged a worried glance. He nodded.

      I took a deep breath. He was right. Adeline was our only chance. We had no other option except to agree. “You have a deal.”

      She nodded. “I’ll need some time to gather my ingredients. But first, tell me what you know about the spell cast on her before she turned into an evil psychopath.”

      “Easy.”

      “I’m being as nice as possible. She killed over a dozen members of my extended family.”

      “And if she was in her right mind, she’d be horrified,” I assured her. “In fact, I’m not really sure how she’s going to
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