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      Darkness stole more of my soul with each day even though I tucked it into a corner inside me. Anger built in me. I wanted to burn down the world and inflict unspeakable pain on others. The only thing that kept me in my right mind was my pink aura and Nick’s love, and the pink aura weakened with every second. I knew the battle I’d avoided since I learned of The Blood Moon Prophecy was inevitable.

      The two weeks allotted for mine and Nick’s honeymoon were at their end. We had to return for the final two moons of the tetrad. They counted down to the prophecy’s end like it was doomsday. Maybe it is. I had promised myself to try to put it out of my mind for the honeymoon, so I could enjoy a brief blissful period with Nick fairly sure it would be all we would ever have. And I did try. I tried and I failed. Darkness and the prophecy crept into my thoughts every day.

      The car came to a stop in front of the Great House. An elegant archway covered the oversized door at the top of the stairs. The mansion looked the same as when we left. Before Cecily had chosen me, I preferred to use the back entrances versus this one. The way it was inside an arch embedded in stone at the top of the steps was a statement, but it was also beautiful. I’d thought of the Great House as my home long before I was required to reside there. Since assuming the role of the Queen, it felt more and more like a prison.

      The car door opened, and a guard’s hand extended to help me out. I ignored it. Queen or not, I could still get out of a car on my own.

      Nick stood beside me and wrapped his arm around my waist. “They honored your request for no pomp and circumstance upon our return, but you are the Queen, my wife.”

      “And I’m still me. I believe I showed you, Vampire King, who that is,” I whispered to him.

      His cheeks tinted pink in a vampire blush. “Multiple times a day the past couple of weeks.”

      I smiled and leaned against him. “Reality awaits. Is it too late to run?”

      “I’m afraid so. Your schedule is already in their hands by now.” He squeezed me to his side.

      “You have super vampire speed though. You could carry me and run far far away.” The prophecy would find us even if we did. The last two moons were on our heels and Alastair would know it. He would eventually find us. This was the end, and I needed to throw everything I had at the damn prophecy to stop it and Alastair.

      “I could, and I would if you so desired,” my husband whispered in my hair.

      Nick at my side brought me comfort, but tension spread through my body at what reality would bring being home. We walked up the steps. I glimpsed my Coven’s bronze insignia before the guard opened the massive door for us. Nick’s stride matched mine down the long marble hallway.

      The familiar scents of the mansion drifted around me. I inhaled deeply, taking in the aroma of burning sage. “You are sure giving into my every whim. What’s up with that?”

      I glanced up at him and love glowed in his eyes. It warmed me and awakened my desire. His love seemed to be a barrier against my darkness, and I clung to it.

      “You are the Queen, and you are my wife.”

      “I’m not your queen though. You have your own brood to rule. Nasty as some of them might be.” And there were some terrible vampires.

      “Careful now. Alastair is among your subjects, and he’s not a shining example of good.” I couldn’t argue with that. His very name raged the darkness in me, and my pink aura let a sliver of it slip through. Alastair had told us some enlightening news hidden from witch and vampire history, and he made us forget. For some reason, the memories flooded back the first day of our honeymoon. Alastair was unaccounted for, and not even his son and my friend, Cal, knew where he was. The answer as to why Nick and I suddenly remembered eluded us. Nick and I decided to stay on the honeymoon knowing Alastair wanted us and hoping he would seek us out there versus where our loved ones were. He’d made no move on us though.

      “True. He is the worst of the coven,” I said. Nick was hiding something. He held back. I didn’t need magic to sense it. His secrets weren’t always bad news, but I’d had enough surprises to last a lifetime, vampire or witch. “Spill it, Nick.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His fingers wrapped around my elbow. He tugged gently to get my attention. He’d stopped us in front of the large ornate doors to an area he couldn’t walk alone.

      My heart filled with love and chased away the darkness nibbling at the edges. Happiness could be ours if we could stay here in this moment.

      “Ahhh. You want something from me, Mr. Domenico.” I leaned up and kissed his cheek.

      “I do. I’d like my wife to take me into the chapel.” He said, his voice low against my ear. His breath slid along my skin like a warm caress.

      “When you say it like that there is no way I can deny you.” I held out my hand palm up.

      He cocked his head to the side. His hand covered mine as his fingers laced through. “Like what?”

      “Your wife.” I sent my pink aura out around him. “Open the door.” I smiled up at him. His love reinforced my pink aura, but the use of it would be a wash against the space darkness occupied. Nothing lost and the peace he experienced inside the chapel radiated like a crown jewel each time he stepped inside. It was more magical to me than anything I could do on my own.

      His eyes widened a little. He smiled as he grasped the knob and turned, pushing the door wide. My heart swelled with the joy visits here brought him.

      We crossed the threshold together. I’d made it my mission to do everything alone. Until I met Nick. He changed me for the better. I believed in love, and moreover, I wanted it from him and my family.

      Nick let out a breath. His shoulders relaxed. “I feel different in here. At peace. Safe.”

      “I can see it in the way the tension leaves your body.” I studied him. His thick dark hair faded on the sides with a little more length on top suited his features. Those emerald-green eyes were the first thing I noticed about him, and they glowed a little when he was in here. “It’s the only time I see your walls go down.”

      His voice was low and full of remorse. “I don’t have walls with you, Brie.”

      “We all have defenses, Nick. Products of the emotional baggage we carry.” I’d stuffed Darkness so deep inside me, but it waited for the time to rise up in me. I knew it. Nick knew it.

      “I’ve had two hundred and fifty years to deal with mine. It’s long since been directed and discarded from my old life.”

      His human life was so short compared to his vampire life, and he’d struggled with some of the duties he performed under Stefan. Maybe the peace here could help him through those. “What about your vampire life? You’ve been carrying around a lot of strong feelings about it. Not to mention you lost Stefan.”

      He shuddered. Nick rarely bared a crack in his armor, but we’d seen into each other’s past twice, once with a new lovers spell I cast and the other when we became Blood Bound.

      “I do wish I’d been able to talk to him before he died, but not for the reasons you think. I would never forgive him for his part in the plan to use you to raise this army Alastair is Hell-bent on building. He was evil.”

      I cringed when he said Hell. Hell would be where I’d go after this life because I chose Darkness to save my family and coven out of love. My actions unknowingly brought my father back from Hell when he sacrificed himself for us. He’d chosen Darkness too. My fate sealed in those choices. I’d never see Summerland.

      “Are you afraid you’ll be like him?” I asked. It had been my fear once for myself, and it came to fruition.

      Nick looked away.

      Guilt ate at my insides for asking him, but his action told me the answer. I placed my free hand on his cheek and nudged his face back to me. “You could never be like him. He’d forgotten all humanity. His own and the preciousness of it. Greed took him over. It was a power trip. You are not like that.”

      “I almost was, Brie. That scares me.” His eyes reddened and his face paled, pale even for a vampire.

      I softened my voice. “You were under a spell cast by Alastair. That is not the same.”

      “Are you sure it was all the spell? A part of that could be in me,” he said, regret laced his words.

      “It’s not. I know.” I locked eyes with him. His confusion cast a dullness over his usually bright eyes, but our special connection navigated him back. Electricity coursed through my body. One look and I was undone.

      His forehead rested against mine. “I wish I was as confident as you.”

      “The fact you are soul searching and have doubt shows your humanity is still alive. That should give you confidence.”

      He turned his face into the palm of my hand and kissed it. His head tilted so his cheek rested in my palm. “You save me every day with your love.”

      “I don’t mean to brag, but I did go against a prophecy for you.” I smiled at him.

      “Yes, you did, and married me even though I’m a bloodsucker.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine.

      “I’ll confess I called you that a few times.” I giggled.

      He threw his head back and laughed. “I know, Brie. My hearing works pretty well.”

      The door opened and footsteps echoed behind us. I turned my attention to the shadow at the corner, annoyed we were already discovered. Even having refused a grand arrival for my return, the council and staff would have been informed.

      “Right on time. I trust you had a good trip,” Cal greeted both of us and waited at the front. His olive complexion a little pale and dark circles marred his usually clear tone. Cal’s dark hair was perfectly in place and his amber-colored eyes were bright. The stress, either from being my second in command or his father or both, started to affect him. I knew the signs, and it took a lot of missed sleep for a witch to have dark circles in the afternoon.

      I hugged his neck with one arm and kept the other hand firmly in Nick’s. “Good to see you. The island was,” I paused. “Wonderful.”

      Cal smiled, and his cheeks reddened. “I’m glad you were pleased.”

      Nick winked at me. “Cal.” He extended his free hand for a quick shake.

      “I scheduled a private dinner tomorrow for your family since you’re booked so heavy today, and there is a dinner to greet the new European Coven representative tonight.” Cal gestured between us.

      For the first time in my life that I could remember, I was on good terms with my entire family, and I looked forward to time spent with them. “Thank you. That was thoughtful. Will you and my brother be joining us?”

      Brandon and Cal went public at mine and Nick’s wedding, and it was the happiest I’d ever seen my brother.

      “My.” He stumbled over his words. “I...” He shoved his hands in his pockets. Cal was a polished member of society, and this was out of character for him.

      “You don’t usually get so nervous about dinner with us. What’s up?”

      His forehead wrinkled as he met my gaze. “My girlfriend, Clara, is here from London. I was going to have dinner with her.”

      “Your…” My voice trailed off, and I paused to regain my composure. My brother hadn’t been in a serious relationship until Cal. He had to be hurting. Why didn’t I feel it with our twin sense? Darkness. “Has the rest of the family met her yet?”

      “Just Brandon,” Cal said, his voice full of defeat. He walked with Nick and me to just outside the chapel.

      “I’ll see you later.” Nick kissed my cheek and headed toward our suite of rooms.

      I had so many questions I wanted to ask as a friend and queen if it wasn’t so awkward. “Why don’t you bring her to dinner with you tonight?” Why did I just say that? Is Brandon ok with this? I’m an idiot.

      A tight expression formed on Cal’s face. “If that is what you wish.”

      “You decide. I don’t want to make it uncomfortable for either of you, but I would love to have you both there.” Goddess, can you shut my mouth? I keep making it worse. Heat crept across my cheeks. “Any news on your father?”

      Cal’s shoulders softened. If he was relaxed more talking about his father, then things were bad with Brandon. “According to the latest activity of his known supporters, we believe he is in London.”

      “You think he is hiding under the guise of protection in London?”

      “It would seem so, even though we haven’t been able to confirm it,” he paused. “It’s the reason I brought Clara here.”

      “You…” He brought her here. His decision. Fuck. Stop meddling, Brie. “I don’t blame you.” I plastered a fake smile on my face and stepped forward down the hall. My chin stretched over my shoulder. “Can you ask Brandon to join me with the Elders?”

      He grimaced with a nod and headed in the opposite direction. It was rare for me to walk the corridors without a guard, and the space gave me a moment to clear my head before my meetings.

      The echo of my heels down the hall made a very different sound from the leather boots I wore for hunting. I missed the hunt, not the killing, but when Darkness crept in, it made me question myself. Had it always been there waiting for me to realize it? Is that why I enjoyed hunting vampires so much? Nick changed everything for me. He’s not like other vampires… but maybe there are others like him. Voices stopped me before I turned the corner by the Elders’ office.

      “Michael is never wrong. His visions may change, but they are true until someone in them has a change in path,” Fergus, the head Elder, said.

      I leaned further around to see who was with him. Orion. Michael trusted him. I need to find Michael and ask him about this vision. I haven’t had one since before the wedding.

      “We must tell her. She may have already seen it in a vision of her own,” Orion said.

      Fergus narrowed his eyes. “We should not be the ones to tell her this.”

      Why wouldn’t he tell me?  Fergus would never have my trust. And what is it with this vision? It was like Michael saw me die or something. Maybe he did. Maybe he saw me burning in the flames of Hell. I shifted and my heel squeaked on the floor. Fuck.

      Both the Elders looked toward the corner I peered around. No sense in hiding like a child stealing cookies from the cookie jar. I stepped forward.

      “My Queen,” Orion said in a bow. Elder seemed a strange role for him considering his age. He wasn’t much older than me. He’d risen to the role quickly with his photographic memory and loyalty to Cecily. Michael trusted him, but I was still on the fence.

      The head elder, Fergus, took a wordless bow.

      “Bowing is not necessary.”

      “It is our custom,” Fergus said.

      “And we know witches are nothing if not traditional.” I bit my lip at my sarcasm. Darkness made it harder to control comments better left unsaid. I’d promised myself to try to honor some of the traditions important to them, and the Darkness coursing through me made my lips loose.

      “Yes, we are very proud of our traditions.” Fergus folded his hands in front of him and straightened his shoulders.

      I nodded to fight rolling my eyes. How the fuck does anyone think bowing to a leader is needed in the twenty-first century? Darkness liked those thoughts and knocked on the door of the internal compartment I’d placed it in. “What was the vision Michael had?”

      Orion opened his mouth only to be interrupted.

      “I’m sure you will see your own, my Queen,” Fergus said.

      “I am asking you,” I paused, reigning in my anger. “Of course, I can go speak to Michael directly.” I pivoted to continue down the hall.

      “Let us go to the Elder’s Council chamber to discuss. This is not a subject for all the ears of the halls.” Fergus gestured toward the chamber. His words were polite, but his features tightened.

      I nodded. He’d do anything to keep me away from Michael. It started before the wedding, and I hadn’t expected it to change when I returned. We walked in silence the rest of the way to the room. My heels clicked along the floor, unlike the silent moves of the elders.

      “Wait here. Make sure no one disturbs us,” Fergus said to Orion.

      Orion was the youngest of the elders in appearance, and he looked more like a warrior to me. Of course, I look like a huntress rather than a queen, so who am I to judge? I looked down at my heels and dress. Not so much like a huntress today. My attire became more queen-like every day.

      Michael sat at the end of the table. “My Queen. You look happy and well. Forgive me for not standing to greet you. My legs are not cooperating today.” His gifts often took a toll on his physical body. He either refused to use magic to heal or something prevented it. Michael deflected the question when I asked.

      I made my way around the table to squeeze Michael’s hand. “No need for forgiveness. Formality isn’t required with us, my friend.” Michael and I had become close the last few weeks before my wedding. He had taken up the void Grandmother would have filled in my reign. Sorin, my father, had left on a sabbatical and Mother went with him. They promised to return if anything changed with Alastair, but it nagged at me not having their presence here. I understood Sorin’s need for space, and the further we were spread out, I figured the likelihood Alastair would attack was reduced.

      I ignored the chair Fergus had pulled out for me at the other end and took the seat beside Michael. My hand rested on his. “What ha….” The room grew fuzzy around me. My voice trailed off as the vision took over. The putrid smell of burnt flesh assaulted my nostrils.

      Vampires standing against Nick.

      Witches standing against me.

      Against us.

      So much hate.

      Revolt.

      The room returned to focus around me. I gagged and gasped for air. The taste of death clung to my lips.

      Michael and Fergus exchanged looks.

      “I need to know what you saw,” I said to Michael, my voice shaking.

      He focused on me with a guarded expression. “It would seem I saw the same as you.”

      “Did I project the vision?”

      Michael glanced at Fergus. I followed his gaze. Fergus shook his head that he didn’t see it.

      “Yes, I could see it,” Michael said. He squeezed my hand.

      The few times I projected before had been under stress and to everyone in the room. Why and how was Michael the only one that saw it? The vision made me nauseous.

      “We finally have peace. Why would they turn on us?” No matter how much oxygen I sucked in, all I could smell was charred skin and smoke.

      “I know only what you know, my Queen. You will need to find out why and change the course of the vision.”

      I looked at Fergus. His presence stopped me from asking Michael the question that burned into my brain.

      Michael’s hand covered mine, and he squeezed it hard.

      My attention returned to him. His lips were pressed tightly together.

      He looked me in the eyes. A slight movement towards Fergus and a slow blink. He didn’t want me to say it in front of Fergus either.

      “I need to meditate on the vision for clarification. If you two will excuse me.” I pushed my chair back. My body recovered from the vision, but my mind was chaotic with the scene I’d witnessed. I have to stop it.

      “Of course.” Fergus bowed.

      I nodded to them both and escaped the room. A guard waited on the other side of the door, but it wasn’t Alan, my trusted head guard that had traveled with Nick and me on our honeymoon. I waved him away. “I don’t need an escort inside the mansion.”

      “Elder Fergus asked me to see you safely to your destination.”

      Of course, he did. My stomach twinged. Michael tried to convey something to me about Fergus. What happened while I was on my honeymoon that Michael didn’t trust the head elder?

      “As your queen, I’m telling you I do not require your services at the moment.”

      He bowed in front of me. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He backed away.

      Relief at his obedience dissipated. I turned and hoofed it to the library. There had to be something in the prophecy I’d missed about it and how to prevent this. Maybe the only answer is to stop the prophecy…

      My body slammed into something as I rounded the last corner. It knocked me to the ground. “Hmph.”

      “Sis, I didn’t think I’d see you before dinner. Welcome back.” Brandon extended his hand and helped me to my feet. He hugged me. “I just saw Nick, and he told me you were in meetings.”

      I’d been worried about him after Cal’s confession. My twin and I didn’t have the strong twin sense we once did, but there was a connection that remained. It helped to center me, and my mind calmed some.

      “I did.” I studied him for a second. “Wait. Nick told you? Not Cal?”

      Brandon deflated. I wished I hadn’t asked. “He has a girlfriend.”

      “But you two looked so good together.” I looped my arm through his and tugged him toward the library. My urgency was hastened by the dejection rolling off my twin.

      “I thought so too,” he said, his voice dripping with sadness.

      Our twin sense may have waned with the darkness in me, but his heartache came through like a megaphone. Darkness prodded me to poke the pain, but my pink aura engulfed it. I urged my pink aura to soothe him, but there wasn’t enough of it to go around. I quickened the pace, and he stayed in step with me.

      He inclined his head toward me. His eyes were full of hurt. “Let’s talk about it later. Where are you dragging me to in such a hurry?”

      I glanced around and leaned in to whisper as low as I could. “Something’s going on, Brandon. Fergus and Michael were both acting off. I don’t think Michael trusts our Head Elder.”

      He looked around, eyes darting up and down the hall. My office was in sight. “Let’s step inside.” Everything looked just as I had left it. The teapot sat in the middle of the coffee table in the sitting area, the couch on one side and two wingback chairs on the other. Earl Grey scented the air, despite my two weeks away, and the familiar smell was like home.

      He made sure the door closed before he said anything else. “Michael has been in isolation since shortly after you left.”

      “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” If the only Elder I truly trusted was in seclusion, that should have been enough for them to break the no-contact order on the island. Michael wouldn’t lie to the council, but he would isolate himself.

      “You were on a private island celebrating your honeymoon. Do you think anyone was going to disturb you?”

      I nodded. If they didn’t want to contact me, then the next person would be Sorin. He was the closest person to an Elder outside of the council. “What about Dad? Did anyone tell him?”

      “I promised we wouldn’t contact him unless it was news on Alastair.” Brandon had done as we asked, but I didn’t agree with it. When our ally was in self-imposed lockdown, shit either had happened or would happen. I was back, so we could let Dad stay put.

      “Then it’s us. I don’t trust Fergus. I never have.” He’d tried to control me more than once. I hadn’t seen anything that resembled collaboration from him. If kicking him off the Council had been an option, I’d have done it before I left.

      “Me either. He gives me the creeps.”

      “It’s more than that. Michael had a vision. When I met with him, I had my own vision, and I projected it to him. Fergus acted like he didn’t see it. I don’t even know if that’s possible.” Visions changed. Each turn we took could prevent them or could lead us right into them. Whether Fergus saw it or not mattered, because it could be his actions that lead us here. I didn’t see him, but maybe Michael did.

      “Same vision?” Brandon’s eyes furrowed.

      “I’m not sure. Michael made it clear not to ask in front of Fergus.”

      “He doesn’t trust him either.”

      “Nope,” I said.

      Brandon swiped his hand down over his face. “Fergus was one of Cecily’s most trusted advisors.”

      “And he hasn’t been thrilled about me as queen.” My aunt set her own death in motion to put me on the throne and stop this prophecy. Guilt spread like a poison across my chest, but darkness sucked it up. How had she trusted Fergus? Had she known what a conniving bastard he was?

      Brandon chuckled. “Only because you don’t follow the rules.”

      “Exactly. He wants a puppet on the throne that will do as he says without question. And I don’t get it, because that definitely wasn’t Cecily.” She took the role when my father, the first warlock in centuries to be allowed to sit the throne, abdicated from his battle with darkness. Cecily was a strong queen that maintained peace. Our people loved and respected her.

      “But she did believe in upholding the traditions, and the entire coven knows how important that is to Fergus,” Brandon said. “So, what was in this vision you had?”

      If my vision wasn’t stopped, it was war. It was the apocalypse. How do I even begin to explain the death I saw? The odor. I had to try to make him understand, but I couldn’t wrap my own thoughts around it. “I don’t know exactly, but it was filled with hate. Everyone turned on Nick and me, but I don’t know why.”

      “That seems unlikely, Sis. Everyone is enjoying the peace we have. That is only possible because of you and Nick.”

      “Except Alastair isn’t a fan. He may have left with his tail tucked between his legs, but he’ll be back.” And he’d left me with the darkest of Darkness inside me, and I don’t know how much longer I can keep it boxed up. How am I going to tell my brother that? Brandon knew I was battling Darkness, but he had no idea what happened with Alastair at the church. Fuck.

      “With a plan.”

      “Which is what worries me,” I said.

      “I hate to ask this given our relationship status, but Cal…” He paused. “Are you sure he’s the right person to watch for his father?”

      “I’m not debating Cal again with anyone.” Harsh Brie. I softened my tone. “Yes, he is. His loyalty is with me.”

      “Sorry. I hated to ask because I don’t want to think of it either. He’s the only reason I can think of the people would turn on you,” Brandon said, his voice sad.

      Cal proved his loyalty over and over, and I trusted him. “Unless something has happened in the last two weeks, most people don’t even think about his relationship to Alastair.”

      “They don’t forget though. Sis. You must know they don’t.”

      “I know.” I chewed on my fingernail and looked out the window facing the courtyard. The witches and vampires practiced drills side-by-side as they had since we implemented the Conservatorship bringing our people together.

      My hand went to my neck and slid over the ancestral necklace until my fingers found the hidden vial of Vampire Death. I’d kept it in the safe while Nick and I honeymooned, but it was back in its place of pride. It weighed heavier around my neck. The tiny vial could end any vampire in close enough proximity, including my husband. The necklace symbolized my heritage and had been given to me by my grandmother and her mother to her and so on down our line for at least two hundred years. Maybe longer. My mind was all over the place, and I needed something singular to shift my focus.

      The training masters held classes for hunters. All hunters were required to train for so many hours a week. I missed the training sessions. The practice created an outlet for all my nervous and frustrated energy, and the real answers I needed were locked inside me instead of the library.

      “Let’s go spar. You are one of the few left who won’t take it easy on me.” I tapped his shoulder.

      Brandon narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “Don’t you want to find out what your vision means?”

      I smiled. “You know I do some of my best thinking when I’m kicking your ass.”

      “Kick my ass?” He laughed. “Meet you there in ten minutes.”

      I took a deep breath when he left. My gaze fell back to the courtyard. Everything looked strong on the outside, but I feared I was on the outside looking into a cracked snow globe.
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      Nick jumped from the couch and met me at the door. “Your nose is bleeding.”

      “Meh. Brandon got a lucky hit in.” I wiped it away with my thumb.

      “Brandon?” His eyebrows shot up.

      “My twin brother. My sparring partner. Yes, Brandon. I responded with a foot sweep.” I smiled. Pain shot through my nose and made me cringe. “Shit.” My hands covered it.

      “That’s my badass wife.” He smiled. “Have a seat on the couch. I’ll get you some ice.”

      “I can—”

      “No arguments. Yes, you can do it yourself and you’ll heal fast enough, but I want to do it.”

      I plopped down on the couch. How do I tell him we are leading a crumbling kingdom? Hey honey. Guess what? Everyone is going to hate us in the near future. Or my darling husband, our world is about to go to shit. Again.

      “Head back.” Nick emerged from the bar area with a towel full of ice. His love language. He needed to show how he cared. I wasn’t big on talking, much less about my feelings before I met him.

      “It’s not that bad.” I rested my head against the back of the couch as instructed.

      “Trust your husband.” He pressed his lips against my forehead.

      “Always,” I said in a nasally voice. The ice-filled towel rested over my nose. Perfect excuse to run through how I would break the news. A dozen ways passed through my mind, and I lifted the ice pack off my nose. Straightforward was best with us. I’d learned that. So why is it so damn hard to tell him?

      “Maybe I should try to heal myself. I haven’t tried since we,” I paused. “Remembered.” The last word came out with almost no sound and hung in the air between us.

      Nick leaned back against the couch with only his fuzzy silhouette visible in my peripheral vision. “You’re a witch and your gifts are part of who you are. I worry about what Sorin told you when we learned of the prophecy. If the only way he can keep the Darkness dormant is to not use his powers, then it would stand to reason, it would work the same way for you.”

      I tilted my head in his direction. Worry etched his face, and I didn’t want him to stress over me. He’d checked in with Malachi, his second in command, on our honeymoon, but he hadn’t been to the vampire mansion yet. He wouldn’t leave my side if he had concerns.

      “I do still heal fast,” I said. “And using magic isn’t necessary for this injury.” I wouldn’t use magic for something so minor as a bloody nose, but he understood how Darkness waited to capture another piece of me each time I did use it.

      His face relaxed. “Not as fast as vampires.” He slid down on the couch next to me and pressed his lips to my forehead again. “The swelling is already going down.”

      “I feel a lot stronger after our honeymoon too. It did me good to get away from the stress here.”

      “It did me good too.” He wagged his eyebrows at me.

      “What has gotten into you?” I laughed.

      “You, Brie. That’s what’s gotten into me. You.” He slipped his hand under my neck. His other hand held the ice pack on my face with the softest touch. I leaned back against his chest. His arms slid around me.

      “You certainly know how to make me feel special,” I said, relishing the safety of his arms. I sighed. He needed to know what the vision was, and I would tell him tonight.

      He leaned his chin on top of my head. “We need to decide what name we are going to take.”

      Since we formed The Blood Moon Conservatorship, the Coven Elders and the vampire leadership had struggled with how to style us. I’d planned to take Nick’s name, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to keep Domenico.

      “Oh, were you buttering me up for that question?” I teased him.

      “You’ve been avoiding it, and we have to file it in the next two weeks.”

      “Only for the traditional marriage. Witches do not need that affirmation.”

      “I do though.” As much as he supported my plight to break from many of the witch traditions, his heart wanted some of the human ones upheld. He didn’t care what our last names were as long as they were unified, like the future we wanted for our people. A future we might not see if I can’t figure out how to stop the vision.

      I leaned my head back and looked up into his eyes. He tilted his down and met my gaze. Our special connection was as powerful as ever, electricity sizzled through my body. A different jolt hit at the end. Darkness. I tamped it down. How long would I be able to? “We’ll decide soon. I promise.” I had to tell him now. Tell him our last name could be mute if the vision came true.

      He pulled me closer to him. “Something’s on your mind. Are you going to let me in on it?”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Life sucks.”

      His head rested over on mine. “Looks pretty good from here.”

      “We don’t get any time to be us.”

      “You’re the Queen of the Witches. I’m the King of the Vampires. We have responsibility. That doesn’t mean we don’t get to be us or make time for us,” he said, his voice confident. Nick had so much hope for us… for the future.

      “You didn’t have to run off to the castle though.” Darkness fed me resentment. I’d accepted my duties, but Darkness could find the little openings and pry them wide.

      “I video chatted with my team,” he said.

      “That’s not good enough for Fergus,” I snarled, but I would have still wanted to see Michael in person. Emotions were harder to read over screens.

      “Fergus is an odd character.”

      “He’s not a fan of ours,” I said.

      “I gathered.”

      “There’s more.” I pulled the ice pack away and sat up to face him. The peace and collaboration The Conservatorship offered meant so much to him. I had a hard time imploding his dream.

      He tucked some loose hair behind my ear. “Out with it, wife.”

      “I get a feeling from him, but I can’t focus on it. He’s well protected,” I said, trying to think of some gentle way to say it, but there wasn’t an easy way to do it.

      “That’s to be expected.”

      “Michael had a vision. I had my own when I sat down next to him. Fergus was in the room, and Michael indicated to keep quiet. He didn’t want me speaking about it in front of Fergus.” The odor of fried flesh came back with the memory and made me nauseous.

      Nick’s forehead wrinkled. “I thought they were close.”

      “Fergus was close to Cecily, but he didn’t agree with me for her successor. Michael did. I guess that drove a wedge between them.” Michael was the Seeing Elder. He’d known before anyone I was the one the prophecy wanted. He’d told Cecily. He’d probably even known of her fate before she did. Fergus liked control and he would never have that over Michael.

      “More so when you and Michael grew closer after your grandmother’s death.” He nodded. “Maybe Fergus is afraid you’ll replace him with Michael.”

      “No, it’s more than that. I’m sure of it.” Fergus’s actions were calculated, and my suspicion heightened around him.

      “What about the vision? Was it related?”

      “Not sure.” I hesitated. Nick needed to know It was about him as much as me, and vampires would turn on him because he chose me. Because he loved me.

      His voice softened. “We are leading our joint followers. The Conservatorship is about transparency. You need to be able to share information with me. This is us, Brie. We have to be honest with each other.”

      I bit down on my lip. “That’s not why I’m hesitant.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I grabbed the bridge of my nose and winced from the pain. “It’s like a shit storm follows us around.”

      His hand rested on my shoulder and squeezed. “Unfortunately, I think that is normal for us.”

      “You’re right.” I sighed. He needs to hear it. Just say it, Brie. The truth is the truth even when we don’t like it, and he deserves to know. “I saw a revolt.”

      “Revolt?”

      “Your people turning against you. My people turning against me. Everyone hating us.” The memory of everything we knew in flames was hard to relive, but it was even harder to share.

      “What else?” His features tightened.

      “That was about it. It was short, but I could smell burning flesh and smoke. I projected it to Michael but not Fergus or so he said. Michael saw details but I don’t think what he saw as the same snippet by the way he reacted.”

      “We need to talk to him,” he said, his tone insistent.

      “I’m not sure how to get to him without Fergus knowing.” The guards loyal to Fergus would tell him I was at Michael’s door before I ever crossed the threshold.

      “Teleport,” Nick said. The risk against Darkness would be worth it if we didn’t have a living and breathing alarm system.

      “It’s a mansion full of witches. Some trained to sense those subtle movements in the energy around us. They’d think it was an intruder.” There were so many incantations in place, even before I took the throne, but they were increased tenfold after Stefan’s alliance with Alastair was discovered.

      “And find their queen. No real harm there.”

      “Find their queen sneaking around her own home? That won’t raise suspicion at all.”

      “Then just go see him. You are the Queen. The leader. This is your home. You have the right to speak to who you want.” He was right, and if the relationships weren’t already strained with the Elders, I would. The peace we had was fragile, and I couldn’t risk anything that might cause them to withdraw their support from The Conservatorship.

      “If I summon Michael here, Fergus will know.” He’d know before Michael even got through my door.

      “And?”

      “Fergus suspects we have secrets. I don’t have to sense it to see it in all his actions.” Michael’s safety concerned me. He’d already put himself in seclusion, and Fergus knew he’d had a vision.

      “If he already suspects it, then you have nothing to lose,” Nick said matter-of-factly.

      “Michael seemed to think differently.”

      “Don’t overthink it. You already know the answer.”

      The answer formed in my gut, heart, and mind. An answer that scared the hell out of me. If I pursued it, the dynamic of the world witch coven would be forever changed. Am I ready for it to change on that scale? It was one thing to make subtle changes here in Dallas to bring us into modern times, but a forced reset worldwide would have ramifications. The visions made it clear change was here. I’d summon Michael in the morning on the chance it would seem less obvious.

      “I do have to make a trip to the vampire mansion. Dinner here tonight?” He sounded regretful.

      “We have the new European Coven representative dinner tonight. The other one was an Alastair follower and disappeared right after he went into protection.”

      “Have they chosen a leader for their coven yet?”

      “No, as long as a queen,” I paused, hands out. “Is in place there’s not as much of a rush. It does leave things in flux though.”

      “And we’re sure this representative isn’t an Alastair follower too?”

      “Yes, she’s been through a circle bound by truth, and one of the elders oversaw the ceremony.”

      “Not Fergus I presume.”

      “No.” I patted his arm.

      “How are you so calm about everything? You know our lives are going to change… again, right?” I searched his eyes. “A lot.”

      He slipped his arms around me and pulled me close. “Brie, I’ve come to the realization there isn’t anything we can’t do together. I’m more concerned why my wife hasn’t figured that out as well.”

      Because she’s a realist who doesn’t know if we’ll survive a revolt.
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