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      The universe decided to fuck me. Brie Danforth, vampire hunter, Queen of the Witches, and the universe proved she was a bigger bitch than me. A few months ago, I hunted vampires, and now, I’m engaged to one. The Elders believed our love brought about the start of not only a war but the apocalypse.

      Much had changed since I found the love of my life, Nick. My aunt died and passed the proverbial crown to me. My father, Sorin, returned only to die on the battlefield and be brought back from Hell by my pink aura. My aura now tainted by the Darkness of Sorin’s. Nick supported me all the way. He saved me from myself, so I could save the world. But the universe’s cruelest twist came as a sacrifice I’m required to make. Love for Light or drown in Darkness like my father.

      I stared out the window into the almost cloudless blue sky over the grassy knoll of the Great House. Winter’s touch was gentler this year, but Spring brought a freshness with it along with repairs to the Great House from the battle with Stefan, Nick’s vampire father, brought to our backdoor.

      When Spring blew in this year, I stood full of hope in front of my future husband. Hope we could avoid the sacrifice The Blood Moon Prophecy necessitated. Hope our love would survive the immense pressure of our position. Looking into the sea of emerald-green eyes, I knew who I was, and what kind of queen I wanted to be. I promised both of our people change, and I hoped I could deliver.

      I motioned for my guards to wait at the door and ambled over to my love. Nick’s thick hair laid to the side in a fresh cut, shorter than when I saw him in the club five months ago. Enemies were what we were expected to be, but we’d rekindled something that started eight years earlier.

      His arms spread welcoming me. I ran my fingers through the dark mass on his head.

      “Are you sure about having the wedding on April 4 during the next Blood Moon?” Nick whispered in my ear as he pulled me to him. “It’s not that far away.”

      I never tired of meeting him on the grassy knoll in the back of the mansion. Spring and a little magic had washed away the events of the battle. Our meeting spot restored to the original lushness it had once been.

      “The ancestors chose the date. I want to honor their wishes given the gifts they have bestowed on me,” I answered taking in his angular features.

      “The veil between Light and dark wanes then. Remember the pull the Blood Moon had over you during the first one? I am worried about you.” He kissed my cheek, and I closed my eyes leaning into him.

      The Blood Moon’s strength was consuming like Darkness. I wasn’t ready to feel it again, but I didn’t have a choice. It would come whether I was ready or not.

      “I made my choice for Light,” I said. “Besides the thin veil will make it easier for you to enter the chapel.” The chapel ceremony created the only point of contention between us regarding our wedding. Nick sighed.

      “I can’t steal the honor of walking you down the aisle from your father, and I can’t walk in the chapel without your help. How am I to make the beautiful future Mrs. Domenico happy?” He lifted my chin to force me to look him in the eyes. I opened my eyes allowing the connection to flow between us. Love filled me, and my pink aura enveloped us.

      “Who says I will change my name? Maybe you should become Mr. Danforth?” I smiled at him, and he chuckled.

      “Or Vladislav?” He said as a joke, but the smile left my face at the mention of my father’s last name.

      Sorin came back different after he sacrificed himself on the battlefield and my aura kept him from death. His eyes burned like embers from Hell’s Fire, and he disappeared often. I figured it wouldn’t be long before he did again. My worst fears grew as I could see Darkness creeping back into him. He left us so long ago to deal with the Darkness, and the responsibility for the hold it had on him today rested solely on me. “Hey, I was joking.” Nick’s voice filled with concern.

      “It’s not the last name bothering me, Nick. Of course, I will take yours. I’m worried about Sorin,” I said like I had a revelation, but we both knew I had been worrying about him more and more in the weeks since he cast Nick’s father away. Stefan hadn’t tried to summon Nick or bargain for me once which left me with an uneasy feeling. The more time passed without a Stefan sighting convinced me he knew more about what was happening with Sorin than we did.

      “I think you are right to be worried. He’s battling internally a struggle you know well. I neither crave his blood nor am repelled by it. Before we were Blood Bound, I craved yours with intensity, but most witches’ blood repulses me,” Nick said.

      It confirmed to me what Grandmother had said the night my mother and I called her to the chapel to view Sorin’s body. I watched him die and lay lifeless on the battlefield his blood mixing with others who perished there. Yet, we saw his wounds heal in front of us. Grandmother told us of those who returned were not dead or alive and were not witch or vampire. He could barely look me in the eyes, barely slept, and rarely ate. He had become more reclusive, but he never turned me away when I sought his counsel. I wondered if he would stay long enough to attend the wedding. I wanted him to walk me down the aisle, but I wasn’t sure if he could.

      “My father is forever changed, and the blame belongs to me. If I’d done more when he tried to teach me to control my powers.” Tears brimmed my eyes as I looked at Nick.

      “We all change, Brie. You can’t blame yourself,” he said.

      Except I could and I did.

      “Look at the changes you have endured the last six months. To expect someone to not change is to try to stop progress or movement forward.” He studied me. I saw concern in his eyes.

      I nodded, not convinced and not able to agree verbally. I tucked the conversation away for now.

      “Grandmother is waiting for us to go over wedding plans.” I smiled at him.
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        * * *

      

      Wedding planning offered an escape from the worries of being queen except when Grandmother reminded me of the royal wedding pageantry. The requirements of a royal witch wedding were exhausting. We had reviewed many of the details, but she was focused on the activities the day before the wedding this time.

      “The night before the wedding there will be a large party where witches and dignitaries will be in attendance to offer their allegiance to you as their queen and blessings for your wedding.” She paused giving me the stern look she did when Brandon and I were kids and not paying attention. “Then just before midnight, you two will be escorted to the chapel with only the elders. The elders will perform a binding ritual.” She glanced at Nick. “Similar to the Blood Bound ritual among vampires.”

      Nick and I exchanged knowing looks. A tinge of guilt hit my gut.

      “This could be tricky for you two given what happened when you performed the new lovers’ spell.”

      I cleared my throat and looked at Nick again. His eyes widened a little. Nick shifted back a few steps from Grandmother like he was afraid of what she would do if I divulged our secret.

      “I’m going to just tell her.” I moved between them. “We’re Blood Bound, Grandmother. We have been since the night before the first battle.”

      I was sure she would chastise us for not only doing it but not revealing it sooner.

      She raised an eyebrow and nodded once.

      “You are basically married in the vampire world then.” She thought for a moment, her expression unreadable. “There should be no issues with the binding ritual then. The blood mixed is much less than in the Blood Bound ritual.”

      Hopefully, we didn’t have to divulge it to anyone else. I wasn’t sure the witches, especially those of rank, would have accepted our decision as well as she did. There were already those who protested our right to marriage. They would be mortified a witch bound herself in a vampire ceremony.

      Both witch and vampire were ready for the peace we brought, but few on either side believed we should be allowed to marry. The elders fought every step of the way until I threatened to leave. It was an empty threat, but they didn’t know that. The notion I might pull a Sorin and disappear concerned them enough they gave in to my wishes. Once they publicly accepted our pending union, the rest fell silent on the matter save a few. Those few managed to gain support, and some of the very lives we saved on the battlefield now refused to support our choice. It pissed me off, but the queen had to swallow down the disdain for her choice. I thought of myself as the queen in the third person more and more as if being queen was a persona and Brie was personal.

      “Do you think Sorin is going to leave again?” I asked Grandmother. Just the thought made me uncomfortable.

      She sighed. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Me either,” I responded. “But my gut says he won’t stay.” Because of how dark his aura is. I hated keeping it from her or the rest of my family, but it was his to tell. As one of the few witches who could read an aura, I didn’t have a right to divulge something so personal.

      There was a knock at the door. The wedding planner entered the room, and we dove into the details of our special day.
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        * * *

      

      Nick and I left Grandmother with the wedding planner and walked toward my quarters to steal a few minutes. I looked down at our swinging hands and smiled. I turned my gaze to him and found him smiling too. His happiness filled me with so much love. I wanted to stay in simple moments like this.

      “We could elope and avoid all the parties and ceremonies,” I said, giving him a sly smile. It was wishful thinking. Duty demanded a production.

      “We could.” Nick agreed. “But we need to be transparent with our people right now, and they need a royal wedding in the public eye. We need them to trust us.”

      “My head knows this, but my heart craves a more simplistic approach,” I said. Nick squeezed my hand.

      I stopped, tugging Nick to move us out of sight as I watched Sorin enter the chapel. I looked up at Nick with pleading eyes. I wanted alone time with him, but Sorin seldom walked the halls these days. His trip to the chapel furnished a rare opportunity. Nick kissed my hand and motioned for me to follow my father. I mouthed a thank you to him and hurried through the doors. The sanctuary’s age only visible in the architecture. The coven maintained the ornate beauty.

      My heart almost stopped when I saw him standing in the exact spot where his body once laid. His Darkness shadowed around him, and my own dark aura pulled me toward him. The strength of his aura had grown each day since his return, and every once in a while, I could break through to feel his struggle. The waves of despair ate away at his hope. I stood behind him until he turned around to face me. Not even the tears he shed would extinguish the burning embers in his eyes. I wrapped my arms around him and tried to send some of my calming energy to him. He relaxed for the first time, and I sent a prayer up in thanks.

      “Dad, I’m so sorry.” Fresh tears welled in my eyes as the words left my mouth.

      “Sssh. It’s not your fault.,” he said.

      “But it is. I did this to you,” I said, a sob shaking my body.

      “No, you didn’t intentionally do this. You didn’t even know you could.” He had said it before, but he still couldn’t convince me.

      “I’m going to keep searching for an answer.”

      “I know you will, Brie. It’s part of the goodness in you.” He smiled at me. It was strained and sad and matched my insides. “I’m going to go away for a while, but you have my number. I will only be a phone call away if you need me.” I feared him leaving since the day he returned. He’d been back for a short time, and I didn’t want to lose him. To ask him to stay would be a selfish act I refused to do. I now battled the same Darkness he had, and I considered going into seclusion myself for relief. My love for Nick and my destiny kept me moving forward.

      “I understand.” I nodded at him and fought back the tears. This time was different. He wasn’t disappearing for a few hours or a day. It was a withdrawal like he’d done when Brandon and I were little. “When are you leaving?”

      “This evening.”

      “Mom is going to take it hard,” I said. She would be a mess, and Brandon and I would have to put her back together as best as we could.

      He sighed and looked up at the altar.

      “I have put her through so much over our lifetime. Take care of her for me.” He pleaded with me.

      “Of course,” I said, even though I figured she would blame me. She’d be right to. I brought him back from the fires of Hell. “I’ll miss you.”

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and rested his head against mine. “I’ll miss you too, and never forget I love you, my daughter.”

      “I love you too, Dad,” I said as he let go of me.

      He knelt down in front of the altar, and the elements began to swirl and push his dark aura tight to his body. His ability to call the elements rivaled mine. Maybe exceeded my own strength.

      I watched for a moment before turning away. I left him alone in the chapel to pray and prepare for his journey.
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        * * *

      

      By dinnertime, Sorin embarked on his new path. He had taken the time to say goodbye to all of us individually. The pain on my mother’s face broke my heart. After all the years of discord, we were finally a family, and just as we were reunited, we were torn apart. We ate in silence barely uttering to each other. Nick eyed me as I picked at my food. I forced some down until I couldn’t sit still any longer.

      “Excuse me.” I dropped my napkin onto the table as I stood. I walked until I was out of the room, and then I started to run. I ran as fast as I could until I tripped over my own feet in the hall, but I never hit the marble. Nick caught me in his arms, and we sank to the floor together. The anguish flowed from me as my tears fell. He held me tight against his chest, and let me cry until there were no more tears left.

      “Better?” Nick handed me a handkerchief.

      I studied the square fabric. Who carries a handkerchief anymore?

      “Not really, but I guess I have to be since a queen can’t be running away all the time,” I said weakly.

      “You’re still allowed to feel. You don’t have to stop being—” Nick paused.

      “Human?” I raised an eyebrow at him at the elusive word. “I’ve never been human. Remember? Witch. All my life.” I pointed to myself, and he gave me a weak smile that matched my pitiful attempt at humor.

      He stood and pulled me up with him.

      “I know. It’s not really very different,” he said, brushing the hair from my face. I cocked my head and waited for him to continue. “So, you have powers. You still feel. You still age even if it is much slower. You love. You have children, and you eventually die. You have the same life cycle of a human.”

      I hadn’t given a whole lot of thought about children. I really never thought I would get married. My life seemed whole as a huntress. Or so I thought. I’d never considered a family of my own as a possibility.

      “Children? Can vampires?” I asked, having never heard of it. Nick sighed like he was disappointed.

      “No, we can only turn those we wish to make our family.” He wrinkled his forehead. “We never really talked about it. Can you live with not having children?”

      I thought for a moment. Did I even want them? Having them had never been on the table as a vampire hunter.

      “I love kids, but I never planned children into my life. A huntress doesn’t exactly fit in the married with a family lifestyle.” I shrugged.

      “But do you want children?” He pushed forward. Worry lines creased his forehead.

      “If I can’t have yours, then I don’t want children,” I answered honestly. He kissed my forehead and pulled me tight against him. His silence worried me.

      “Come on. Let’s go to our room and watch a movie. We can have a perfectly normal human kind of night.” He took my hand and lead the way to our room. His attempt to distract me with something normal was welcome.

      The strength of the full moon permeated the space around me as we watched the movie. The power pulsating around me. I tried to ignore it and focused on Nick. Our desire took over, and we never saw the end of it. When I removed Nick’s shirt, I froze. A tattoo almost identical to mine marked his skin. I studied the Celtic-style sword marking his pectoral. It differed from my own, but there were three Blood Moons and one white one just as on my arm. Instead of intricate scrollwork, mine had, his had snakes, and I shivered at the sight of them. The reptilian forms shimmered like black diamonds. It was repulsive and beautiful at the same time.

      I said nothing but grabbed his hand. I led him to the bathroom to show him.

      His eyes widened seeing his reflection in the mirror. “It’s true.”

      “What’s true? Did you do this?” I asked, confused.

      “No, but Stefan told me repeatedly I held a destiny of my own.” He stared at the mark.

      “What does it mean?” I ran my hand over it. Nick placed his hand on top of mine.

      “After he turned me, Stefan said he had a special destiny for me, but I thought he meant in his design of the world. I had no interest in it so I didn’t listen intently.”

      “We need to find Grandmother,” I said, unable to ignore this was a sign. The universe positioned herself to fuck me harder.
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      Nick and I looked everywhere in the Great House for Grandmother. Her hiding place eluded us, but we found my brother, Brandon, in the library combing through books. I enlisted his help searching for any mention of Nick’s mark. My twin and I sat at one of the tables and flipped pages.

      Nick stared out the window handsome even lost in thought. I warmed inside thinking how I’d like him to press me against the window when we are alone. He turned toward me like he could sense my stare. The smile on his face disappeared. He doubled over. What the hell? His arms clasped over his chest, he sank to his knees.

      I jumped from my chair to get to him. My stomach rolled. I gasped at the pain radiating through me. My ability to feel what another feels consumed me. Torment wrenched through me. It was Nick’s agony. He collapsed on the floor, clutching his chest. Brandon caught me and lowered me to the floor. I tried to crawl but couldn’t move fast enough.

      “Get me to Nick,” I whispered. Brandon wordlessly helped me as I half crawled to my fiancé. I knew whatever excruciating sensation I felt, Nick’s torture was worse. Brandon moved slowly and grimaced. Our twin sense sent him a dose of the pain.

      Blood oozed from Nick’s eyes like crimson tears. His eyes rolled back in his head. He couldn’t die. He wasn’t alive. Immortality meant he could exist forever, but he wasn’t invincible. I gently lifted his head, fighting against my own pain, and placed it in my lap sending up a prayer to spare his life. Goddess, please. Tears rolled down my cheeks landing on his face and mixing with his blood.

      “Nick, can you hear me?” I said close to his ear. His wrinkled forehead matched his tightly closed eyes and pursed lips. His teeth ground, top against bottom, sending chills down my spine. A hand touched my shoulder, and my affliction eased. I let out a breath and looked up into my grandmother’s worried eyes. “Grandmother, what is going on?”

      “I don’t know, but it feels like he is changing.” Her eyes fell on his mark where his shirt gaped open.

      “I’m going to try to send my aura around him,” I said, shifting my focus to him. Grandmother squeezed my shoulder.

      “Brie, remember your father. The consequences could be devastating if this is supposed to be his time.” She sat down beside me and began to pray. I didn’t believe it was his time, and I would fight like Hell to keep him here.

      Refusing to let Nick writhe in agony, I placed my fingertips at his temples and concentrated on sending my aura out to protect him. The pain became mine and eased. His body visibly relaxed as the tension left, but his eyes remained closed. The vibration from Nick’s phone startled me. My gut was telling me it was no coincidence.

      “Brandon, can you reach into Nick’s pocket for his phone?” I glanced at him. He raised an eyebrow at me as he reached for it. “Who called him?”

      “It was Ella.” Nick’s ex and I had let go of our animosity. We might not be friends, but we didn’t hate each other either. Nick loved me. I knew this, and she wasn’t a threat. For her to call meant there was major vampire business. “It’s ringing again. Malachi this time.”

      “Answer it.” I nodded to him.

      “Hello?” He stood and paused. “Malachi, it’s Brandon. Nick’s not well.” He walked out of earshot, and I couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation. My focus remained on Nick. I would have sworn days had passed in the time it took Brandon to return when in reality it was only moments.

      “Did Malachi know what was going on with Nick?”

      “No, he called with news from the vampire castle. Stefan is dead. They don’t know exactly what happened.” He paused. “You know this means—”

      “Nick is the king now.” I finished his sentence. Everything would change for us again. I stared into Nick’s face afraid for what Stefan’s death meant for him. I stroked his face with my fingertips in a soft caress. Fear “Nick, you need to wake up.” I leaned over to kiss his forehead. His skin was colder than even a vampire’s should be. I inhaled to control my panic, so close to breaking through.

      “Maybe he should rest, Brie. He may not get any for a while,” Grandmother said quietly.

      “He’s a vampire. They don’t actually need rest.” I bit my lip at the harshness in my voice. “I’m sorry, Grandmother.”

      “It’s ok. You’re worried.” She gave me a small smile and squeezed my hand.

      “Nick, please open your eyes.” I coaxed in almost a whisper. His eyes darted around before his lids slid back revealing his emerald-green eyes in a sea of red. The shock of it caused me to gasp.

      “Hey.” He raised a hand to touch my face. A smile crossed his own. “You need to relax. I’m fine.”

      “You scared me.” Fresh tears spilled in relief.

      “For that, I am sorry.” He sat up and brushed his lips over mine. The familiar sparks between us ran their course through my body.

      “We need to talk.”

      Nick searched my eyes, but the normal connection was absent like he held back. A hollowness formed in my gut and spread through me.

      “I know.” He looked away.

      “What do you mean?” I studied him waiting for his response. His posture closed off from me.

      He turned back to me, and his normally bright emerald eyes darkened to almost black. It reminded me of Sorin’s aura. My heart pounded in a heavy sluggish rhythm. I tried to swallow down my dread but couldn’t.

      “When a vampire king dies, the successor goes through a sire fracture. The bond is broken. It happens for all vampires that lose their sire, but the successor bond is more intense. Not all of them survive it, but they are free for the first time since becoming vampire.” I expected him to have some semblance of happiness to be free, but his tone was emotionless.

      “Similar to the bond between a Witch Queen and her successor.” I remembered our battles with his father. Nick had prepared to kill Stefan himself then.

      He winced, giving away a hint of pain in it. “It’s not unlike what you have experienced with other witches passing or when Queen Cecily passed.”

      The torment death left in my soul provided the fuel to keep the Darkness at bay. Was it the same for Nick?

      He wrapped his arms around me, and I melted into him. Although she was my aunt, I didn’t know Cecily well other than as my queen, but Nick looked at Stefan as his father for a very long time. Regardless of the evil things Stefan did, the loss hurt Nick, and I didn’t think he experienced just physical pain.

      “Grandmother? Brandon? Would you mind giving us some time alone?” I asked, even though we should be talking to the council. The council could wait a few minutes. It’s not like the world would end in the hour.

      “Of course,” Grandmother said. “My condolences, Nick.”

      “I’m sorry for your pain,” Brandon said.

      Grandmother took Brandon by the arm and left, closing the door behind them.

      “Are you really okay?” I asked, knowing I wasn’t that day on the battlefield with Sorin. I was so broken, and Nick put me back together that day.

      “I will not miss Stefan,” he said. “If that is what you are asking, Brie.”

      “But you wouldn’t be a vampire if it wasn’t for him,” I said.

      “No, I wouldn’t have, which means I wouldn’t have met you.” His forehead wrinkled. “And that’s the only good thing he can claim in my life.”

      He seemed more like himself. I pulled him close to me and rested my head on his chest.

      “I need to go to the vampire castle and be with my people.” He kissed the top of my head and wrapped his arms tighter around me. “They will need my leadership.”

      “Of course. I can come with you.” He’d been there for me when Sorin died on the battlefield, and I would be there for him in the same way.

      “You need to stay and lead your people.” He pulled back looking me in the eyes. Our connection tugged at me, but I fought getting lost in the moment. “I will need to find out what happened and administer retribution. I don’t want you to be a part of it.”

      If Sorin hadn’t returned, I’d have made someone pay, so I understood. But his statement lacked emotion and made me wonder if he was obligated by some twisted vampire loyalty.

      As I thought about what he said, the resounding reason circled in my head. My thoughts led me to one person. My father said he was leaving for a while, and he didn’t know how long. The coincidence with his departure and Stefan’s death convinced me the relationship between vampires and witches would only get worse. Panic swept through me like a tsunami. I had to find my father first.

      “Everything is going to change for us again.” I looked down, not ready to meet his eyes and acknowledge my suspicions.

      Nick crooked a finger under my chin, lifting it to study me.

      “We change every day, but we will always be together. I love you, my impressive witch fiancée.” He gave a small quirky smile and kissed me.

      “I love you too,” I whispered as he disappeared with his lightning speed.

      The hollow vacancy grew in me as I looked at the empty space where he once stood. A twinge of Darkness beckoned me for pain and anger to feed it. I called my pink aura to push it away. I inhaled, filling my lungs with a cleansing breath, and let it out slowly after a moment.

      Finding Sorin and getting him out of harm’s way jumped to the top of my list of priorities. Stefan had a lot of enemies who wanted him dead, but Sorin had made it clear he regretted letting him go. He did it to show me control over the dark and compassion could drive it away. He’d shown remorse for allowing Stefan to live that night, and my gut told me Sorin corrected his mistake by ending Stefan. I sent a prayer up to find him before Nick and the vampires figured out Sorin held the answers they wanted. A warlock killing the vampire king would divide us further and destroy the tiny step forward we’d made. Leaving the comfort of the library, I searched for Grandmother and Brandon.

      I found them in the office and shared my concerns.

      “There is no way Sorin ended Stefan!” Brandon yelled at me. “He spared him the night he returned. He could have killed him then if he wanted him dead.”

      I stared at my brother. An outburst wasn’t normal for him. He was the calm one.

      “Brandon, he believed he made the wrong choice that night. I think he wanted to protect us,” I reached out to touch his arm, but he backed away. Our twin sense made me fully aware of just how angry he was. The intense emotion strained my control over the dark aura mixed with my pink.

      “No! He wouldn’t do it, Brie. I don’t believe it.” He shook his head.

      I looked at Grandmother. She tilted her head toward the door and squeezed my hand. It hurt a bit to be excluded, but Grandmother could reach my twin and me when no one else could so I left them alone. She would talk him down from his anger.

      Much of my life meant fighting battles on my own, and the decision almost made itself for me to find Sorin on my own. The loneliness of doing it by myself was new. Sensing my father since his return was difficult, and scrying seemed my only option. It was considered lesser magic and often linked to the dark and calling on my dark aura to locate him wasn’t an idea I relished. Each time I touched Darkness there was a risk that I might be lost to it, and I was afraid I would hurt someone I loved. But Sorin and I were linked by the Darkness, and it offered a sure result.

      Locking the door to the library with a magical seal, I prepared the big table with my map and objects. Magic never made me nervous before Darkness became part of me. My hands shook. After sending up a prayer for the Light to lead me even though I would be accessing the dark, it was time to begin. The pull of the dark threatened me as I visualized Sorin. The power of the dark took over, and my blood cooked in my veins. I both hated and relished how strong the power was. A protection spell guarded Sorin, but the dark broke through it. The dark drew the charm in my hand to the map, and I watched it drop right on the Vampire Castle. Chills spread over my body. They found him. Pain gripped me that Nick hadn’t told me.

      The dark aura still flowed through me, and images of Sorin filled my thoughts. I saw him bound in the same dungeon I had once been held in by Stefan. Darkness lapped up the hatred of that memory. With his battered and bruised body, my father stood strong in the same chains. Even with his left eye swollen shut in a purplish hue and dried blood around his lip and nose, he held up. The Darkness had him fully, and Darkness was skilled at removing pain. A small thing to be thankful for in this case. I could tell from the flame raging in his right eye. The flicker that had been there turned into a raging fire.

      Once again, I accepted the responsibility for his metamorphosis, and he needed me to save him. It took him over twenty years to find his way back to our family and losing him for another twenty wasn’t something I would risk. I teleported to my room and geared up, determined to succeed. I figured leaving the library locked would buy me some time before anyone knew I was gone. Grandmother and Brandon would try to stop me. There was a chance I could get back before anyone noticed. I thought of the dungeon and teleported there.

      Seeing him in person conflicted me. The warlock in front of me didn’t resemble the man I had come to know as my father. The Darkness waving over me from him nauseated me. He glared at me, and the wicked way his lips curled up made me take a step back even as my own Darkness urged me forward.

      “Light,” I whispered softly. My tension eased as the pink aura surrounded me like a hug and pushed against the dark. Sorin’s face relaxed as my pink aura entwined with his dark. The tentacles of Darkness burrowed deep in him, but my hope to reach him grew as I watched my pink aura breakthrough.

      “Brie, you must go,” Sorin said with the strength of his voice. His battered body didn’t look as strong with my aura holding the dark at arm’s length from him.

      “Not happening,” I said watching his Darkness fight against the barrier I’d created. If he stayed her, the vampires would surely kill him. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “It’s too late for me. I’m lost to the dark, but you still have a chance.” He winced as his dark aura fought to push me away. “They will kill you. The war between the witches and the vampires hasn’t been stopped. It is only enraged by Stefan’s death.”

      “Sorin.” I paused and shook my head. “Dad, Nick is the King now. Everything is going to be all right.” The words sounded hollow to me. I wanted to believe Nick wouldn’t hurt my father, but he’d said he would have retribution. I reached for his shackles, but his aura pushed me away. “Let me get you out of here,” I pleaded to him.

      “Remember my warning to you about choosing better friends? You need to go now. The Darkness is breaking your hold.” Hell’s Fire burst up between us forcing me back further. Disappointment at my failure seared my heart worse than the flames could burn my skin. “I’m sorry.”

      Tears trailed over my cheeks as I teleported to the library. My head down, the hot liquid fell into my hand. Should I go back?

      The pounding on the door pissed me off. It had to be Brandon. Grandmother wouldn’t make a scene by hitting a door like that. Evidently, going off grid for even a half hour garnered more attention than I wanted. Being Queen of the Witches sucked and being the demise of your family and your race sucked worse. I swung the door open prepared to unleash my fury when I saw Brandon standing there. He hugged me tightly.

      “I’m sorry I was so bent early,” he said, pulling away. I yanked him inside by the arm and shut the door.

      “If you weren’t my brother, I would smack you.”

      He smiled. “It would hurt you too given how strong our twin sense has been lately. Speaking of… what just happened to you?” He raised an eyebrow at me as he eyed the scrying paraphernalia.

      “I found Sorin,” I said, dreading telling him the rest.

      “Let’s go get him.” Brandon smiled. He took a step toward me. His boots echoing on the floor reminded me of the hollow sound of the dungeon.

      I cleared my throat to push the knot forming there away. “He doesn’t want us there.” I looked up into Brandon’s confused eyes feeling the hurt he felt.

      “What do you mean? Where is he? And what is that smell?”

      “I don’t smell anything. I teleported to him, but he used Hell’s Fire to keep me from releasing him.”

      “Releasing him? Where the hell is he?” His voice lowered an octave.

      “Trapped in Darkness.” I looked away while continuing to avoid the truth of his location I would, at some point, have to share. He would want to attempt a rescue of our father, and it would put them both in danger. “Listen to me, Brandon. He’s not going to let us near him. You understand the power of Hell’s Fire, right? Or maybe you don’t since you can’t wield it.” The snarkiness of my voice surprised me. Brandon turned to walk away, and I touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      He shrugged my hand from his shoulder and walked out of the room.

      “Damn it!” I said
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