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  Chapter One

Domed Island of Oahu


Brie

My heart shattered into a million pieces as I crouched above Kai and stared down at his too pale face. While my head screamed for me to get the hell away from the newly turned vampire, every tiny piece of my obliterated heart shrieked for me to stay by his side, to fix him. 
He’s beyond saving. Run. But I couldn’t leave him. I wouldn’t. We were supposed to spend forever together.
But forever had just taken on an entirely new meaning. Our story wasn’t supposed to end like this. Despite the fangs and red irises, Kai was the man I loved. Even if he had become everything I once hated.
Shouts echoed in the hallway behind me. My muscles stiffened, readying for a fight, but my focus never left Kai. Truth be told, I was scared to turn my back on a newly made vampire.
Julia’s voice came through loud and clear when she bellowed, “This is low, even for you! Cessius would be appalled!”
It took a second for my brain to clear and place the name. Cessius was her sire. Why would…? My body went rigid, as if my mind was physically rejecting the answer to the question. Cessius wasn’t just Julia’s sire. He was Mat’s as well.
I whipped my head around and set eyes on the bane of my existence. My mother’s vampiric brother, my kidnapper, and Queen Lilli’s murderer faced Julia at the opposite end of the hallway from Kai’s cell. He gave a low chuckle that sounded more like a growl.
“You have no idea what I am capable of, sister,” Mat said in a cold voice. The last word was delivered as a hiss.
His eyes flicked briefly in my direction as though expecting surprise from me. Mat didn’t anticipate that I already knew the familial tie between him and my mother. At least I had the slight satisfaction of wiping away the snide look in his dark gaze.
Julia squared her shoulders and leveled icy, dark eyes on the other vampire. “You don’t even understand what you have done; you made an enemy of me. Now you will find out just what that means.”
Mat’s fangs gleamed in the low lighting of the dungeon hallway as he grinned. “Don’t be ridiculous, dear sister. You and I both know that you don’t have the stomach for true bloodshed.” It was like a slap across the face every time he reminded me of their connection, which I supposed was the point.
When I glanced down at Kai, his eyes were closed again. Sprawled on the ground and unconscious, he didn’t pose a threat. Yet. Still holding his hand, I turned my focus back to Julia and Mat.
Don’t let him near Kai. Never again.
The priestess’ expression had turned vicious. The two vampires circled one another slowly. “That was before you went after my daughter,” Julia snarled. “Turning him is a direct attack on her. On me.”
“That little commune you call a hive is proof that you can’t defeat me,” Mat pressed forward as though Julia hadn’t spoken. “You are deluded if you believe everyone can live together in peace and harmony. Wake up, sister. That will never happen. The casters are a blight on this frozen world. Only once they are wiped out can we move to the next era.”
My mother just shook her head. “You sound like a lunatic. You mean to destroy the world that you live in? You have always been so short-sighted.”
“It was already destroyed,” he countered. “I’m just setting things right, restoring the natural order.”
“This,” Julia spat, gesturing to Kai’s prone form, “is not the natural order. This is not the way to usher in a new time. This is simply a demonstration of your own inadequacies. You don’t fool me, Mat. I know you.”
“That?” Mat pointed too, mocking Julia. “That is your fault. You drove me to this. You set this plan in motion.”
My eyes shot to my mother. His accusation didn’t seem to faze her. Maybe it was a vampire thing, but Julia’s face registered no emotion. They were halfway down the hallway.
“You should have respected tradition,” Mat pressed. “After Cessius died, his empire should have passed to me.” He jabbed a finger toward Julia, who looked like she was considering biting it off as a snack. “But you couldn’t allow it. I was older. It was mine by right. I deserved it. You never should have challenged me.”
Julia’s laugh was like a cackle. “Get the hell away from my daughter, or you will beg for release from your painful and unending existence.”
“That is your destiny, not mine,” he replied, advancing toward the cell where I knelt beside Kai. “Now that we have turned her mighty caster king, your daughter will happily accept the same fate.”
Even as I heard Mat’s threat, I couldn’t move away from Kai’s side. His hand grew colder the longer I held it, but I refused to let him go. Beneath the red irises, I had seen my Kai within those eyes. He’d recognized me. His brain had registered relief at the sight of me. His soul still resided within the body of the vampire. I wouldn’t leave him behind. Not if there was even one sliver of Kai left inside.
Julia had moved back to place herself firmly between Mat and the magical cell, somehow managing to fill the hallway with her small body. She was angled so that I could see the hard set of her jaw. Nothing, least of all her vampiric brother, was going to inflict more tragedy on her family.
I might’ve given up if not for that look on my mother’s face. It strengthened my will and lessened my despair. She was prepared to fight for me. The warrior inside of me was too proud to let someone else battle in my place, and the daughter inside of me refused to allow my mother to face our enemy alone.
Fury swelled like a quickly rising tide inside my veins. Not just an anger that needed to be expressed, but a white-hot feeling of pure rage that manifested as magical energy. The power that came along with so much magic was invigorating at first. Mat had taken everything from me. It was time to return the favor.
Rising to my full height, I walked purposefully to the cell door. I raised my hands to release the supernova of magic that was already causing flames to shoot from my fingertips. Julia blocked my exit, stupidly putting herself between my rage and its target—the vampire who’d ruined so many lives and ended even more.
“Don’t,” she said sharply, a warning in her quick glance in my direction.
Before I could protest, Julia flew forward as if on stunt cables. A resounding crack echoed as Mat slammed into the stone wall behind him.
Torn between helping my mother and returning to Kai’s side, I was too keyed up to sit on the sidelines while Julia fought the first and only opponent who’d ever bested me. I wasn’t a scared teenager any longer, and I wanted revenge.
With one last look at Kai’s pale, handsome face, I lunged for the hallway. The close quarters made for a dramatic fight between the two vampires. Every blow sent one of them careening into a wall, fragments of rock raining down upon the pair like hail. Balls of flame swirled in my upturned palms, but it wasn’t possible to hit Mat without striking Julia.
The priestess spared me a quick glance, her eyes wide and urging. Wisps of hair had slipped free, and her porcelain skin was covered in dust. Small scrapes healed before my eyes. As much as she wanted to kill Mat in that moment, the fight was a distraction. She meant for me to run past them, to save myself.
My stomached soured when I realized it. I couldn’t leave Kai. I couldn’t leave Julia. Despite recent events that might have pointed to the contrary, running wasn’t in my nature.
“Brie?”
His voice was so weak, so hesitant.
I turned my back on the dueling vampires and rushed to Kai. Years in the fighting pits had taught me that even a split second of hesitation could make all the difference. Instead of questioning my sanity, I acted on instinct and adrenaline.
My fingers locked with his, and I looked directly in Kai’s red-ringed eye. “You trust me, right?”
Kai blinked, clearly disoriented. He smacked his lips as if realizing his mouth and throat were too dry. “Yes,” he croaked.
I forced a smile. “Good. Get up.”
I yanked him to his feet, but Kai was too unsteady to stand on his own. His head lulled forward as though his neck was too weak to hold the weight, and it took him a second to set things right.
“I feel…weird,” he mumbled, almost as if his brain was finally connecting with his body and realizing something wasn’t quite right.
Tears welled in my eyes. He didn’t know he was a vampire. “I know. We’ll sort that out later. Right now, please just trust me.” I trailed my fingertips down his cheek, making small circles with my thumb.
“Always.” He leaned into my touch.
“Can you walk? I really need you to walk on your own,” I said in calm but firm tone. Behind me, a crack fissured the flooring as one of the vampires slammed the other into the ground.
Why can’t I be the one with the compulsion powers?
The foundation shook with another impact of the fight. Kai swayed but didn’t lose his balance.
“I can walk,” he grunted.
“Good. Stay behind me, okay?” I waited for his nod of agreement and then hurried over to duck my head into the hallway.
The vampires were moving so fast that they were nothing more than a blur to my eyes. Magic and fists flew at preternatural speeds. Just when I thought Mat might have overpowered Julia, the tables turned. I felt Kai’s cool breath on the back of my neck and heard the low hiss he emitted in my ear. Vampires were brutal by nature, I had to remind myself. Going forward, Kai’s base instincts would always push him toward violence. Admittedly, in our current situation, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
“Don’t engage,” I told Kai. “Stay with me.”
His lips twitched like a part of him didn’t want to agree. In the end, he nodded. “I’ll stay with you,” he repeated.
There was another deafening rumble, followed closely by the ground shifting beneath my feet. Kai grabbed my arm to steady himself. He literally didn’t know his own strength, and I fought a wince when his fingers dug into my flesh hard enough to leave a nasty bruise. I was just glad he didn’t have his full vampire strength yet, otherwise my arm would’ve snapped for sure.
“Maybrie, now!” Julia cried.
The vampires were tangled in a crater the impact of their bodies had created in the wall. I grabbed Kai’s hand and took off. He stumbled over his own feet but managed to keep pace. A sick, squishing noise filled the air. My heart clenched.
Julia. What if that was Julia? But Kai was leaning more and more of his weight on me. I couldn’t help them both.
She knew what she was doing when she engaged Mat, I told myself to absolve the guilt gnawing at my gut. Julia can hold her own.
Three vampires with bared, gleaming fangs rushed from the shadows to block our path to Illion. Behind me, Julia shrieked. She’s losing. I released Kai’s hand, fireballs filling my palms. The two flanking guards burst into flames. The middle guard backpedaled, but there was nowhere for him to hide from my fury or my fire. He fled as I released a third fiery orb, screaming like a newborn. I gave chase, Kai doing his best to stay with me. I sent fireball after fireball at my foe, expertly placing each shot just close enough that he felt the heat but not close enough to turn him to ash. I didn’t want to kill him. Yet. I wanted to clear our path to my brother.
Two more hallways to reach Illion, I told myself, battling the urge to go back for Julia.
Pure relief washed over me when we turned the last corner and my eyes landed on my little brother. Until that instant, I hadn’t registered the fear that something might have happened to him. A giant brown bear stood guard in front of my brother; I should’ve known Botto would take the role of protector. It roared at the sight of the vampire barreling toward them, bucking up onto hind legs like a horse. Mat’s peon took one look at the bear and another at my flaming hands, then he cut down an offshoot hallway to avoid us both.
“Illion, we need to go!” I screamed from the other end of the hallway, inching along with Kai’s unsteady steps. My brother paused—he’d clearly never been in a life-or-death situation before. “Open a portal!” I snapped.
Panic overtook Illion’s features, but he didn’t freeze. His hands began moving in opposing circular motions. A shimmering spot of light appeared beside him and grew larger with each wave of his hands.
Kai was leaning against my side, his weight growing heavier with each passing moment. Sweat had dampened his shirt, and it clung to his lithe frame. His muscles twitched, and his breathing was irregular. Summoning a gentler form of my magic, I cradled the side of his face and transferred some of my lifeforce into him. Had he still been a caster, it definitely would’ve worked to keep him moving. I wasn’t sure what to expect with a vampire.
Please, I prayed silently. Just keep it together a little longer, we’re so close.
The bear bounded forward and nudged my leg with his large nose.
“Thanks, Botto,” I whispered to the shifter.
“We’re ready,” Illion said when the portal was the stretched to the ceiling. His voice sounded very young and very scared.
“Go,” I yelled down the hallway, gesturing for him to enter the opening.
Illion went without protest. Botto cocked his bear head to one side, asking if I wanted him to stay with my brother. I nodded and he tore off into the passageway.
“Brie, I don’t feel so great,” Kai muttered just as a bomb seemed to detonate beside us. The foundation shook again, more intensely this time. Kai clung to my arm, his eyes rolling unnervingly in his head.
A shriek pierced the corridor behind me. Every fiber of my being told me it belonged to Julia. Get Kai to safety, and then you can come back, I told myself.
“Come on. Just hold on a little bit longer,” I begged Kai, dragging him closer to our exit.
Just as I’d managed to get Kai to hold his own head up, Kenoa burst into the main hall from the portal opening. I breathed a sigh of relief; the calvary had arrived. A blur of blonde streaked right behind him, Sienna bolstering her speed with her air magic.
They each took one of Kai’s arms and slung them over their shoulders, absolving me of the weight. Kenoa’s jaw tightened when his eyes landed on his best friend and king.
“It’s going to be okay,” I said. Because it had to be okay.
Kai slumped between the two of them, and his fangs poked out over his slack bottom lip. Sienna jumped a little, but Kenoa didn’t even blink. He was the rock both Kai and I needed just then.
I turned my attention to Illion as Kenoa and Sienna took Kai into the portal. “I told you to go!” I exclaimed.
“I did, I went to get help. Help you clearly needed,” he pointed out. “Besides, I’m the only one who can close the portal.”
Well, shit. Why didn’t I realize that?
“Fine. Just stay inside the passage.” I touched his arm and forced him to look me in the eye. “If anyone besides our people come, you close the portal and run. Promise me.”
He hesitated a beat before nodding. “I promise. Go. Help…Julia.”
There was no time for family drama, but I spared him the most sympathetic smile I could muster. Then, I turned just as Sienna glided to stop in front of me again.
“Gaia, this was a fucking horrible idea. We walked straight into an ambush.” Her pretty face was scraped, and there were streaks of blood in her long blonde hair. Nevertheless, Sienna’s eyes were alive, and I knew the adrenaline was running just as high in her system as it was in mine.
“You up for another fucking horrible idea?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.
She practically beamed. “Count me in.”
Finding Julia and Mat was easy, we only had to follow the noise of their battle. The charred bodies of the vampires I’d felled filled the air with an acrid odor. I swallowed the bile that rose in my throat through sheer will alone. Sienna must have been affected too, because she wrapped an arm over her face and retched.
“You okay?” Sienna asked when I tripped over a chunk of rock on the ground.
“I’m good,” I lied. Between battling the guards with my magic and the infusion I’d given Kai, my power waned with each step. Nausea filled me, and not just from the smell.
That was when the coldness crept up my spine. Fear like I hadn’t known in years replaced determination. Mat had overpowered me when I was at full strength. There was no way I could beat him in my condition. The effects of the curse were going to overtake me before I could summon a single fireball—I’d already used my magic too much.
You have Sienna, I reminded myself.
I glanced at my childhood best friend. The same night Mat took me, he’d captured her. This was personal for both of us. But beneath the tough exterior, I could tell she was nearly as drained as I was.
Julia came flying into view up ahead as she was flung around the corner that connected the two hallways. The wall sank in where her back impacted. She barely paused as she swept away the bits of rock clinging to her dress as though the state of her clothing was her biggest problem in that moment. Jaw set in a firm line, she squared her shoulders and donned an expression I knew well. It was the same look I’d worn during every single one of my one hundred and four victories in the arena.
Fireballs danced in my palms as Sienna and I ran to Julia’s aid. Mat had taken so much from me—from all three of us—and I would be damned if I allowed him to take my mother from me a second time.
Mat pounced into view before Sienna and I could reach Julia, grabbing a handful of the priestess’ hair and slamming her head into the bricks. The blow must’ve been vicious, because Julia swayed back and forth before her legs gave out. Mat still had ahold of her hair, and he held her up like the strands were puppet strings that he could pull at his leisure.
I wanted to scream but held it in. Mat was preoccupied with Julia and hadn’t noticed Sienna and me approaching.
I’m coming for you, you bastard, I thought, my lips curving into a slow, malicious smile.
Mat sneered down at Julia’s limp form. He yanked her hair to force her head up so that she was looking at him. My mother gave a small moan that nearly broke my heart.
“You should’ve just let me rule!” he bellowed in Julia’s face. His voice echoed off the low ceiling and covered the sounds of our advance. “We could’ve conquered this world years ago if you hadn’t torn our people apart!”
Mat drew back one booted foot and took aim at Julia’s head like he was about to punt a football. Sienna and I lunged at his back in tandem. The vampire howled as I slammed blazing fists into his kidneys repeatedly. Sienna went for his face when he whirled around, forcing wind down his throat and into his lungs. Vampires didn’t need to breathe, but the maneuver was supposedly very painful.
I hope it hurts, asshole, I thought.
The element of surprise didn’t last long. He peeled Sienna’s hand away and tossed her aside as if she weighed nothing. He twisted away from my jabs, releasing his hold on Julia.
Something caught Mat’s eye, and he spared a glance down the hallway behind us. I didn’t dare turn away from the vampire, but I had a feeling I knew what made his eyes widen. It was more of a sense, really. I sensed Illion’s magic. He’d followed Sienna and me. He’d brought the portal to us.
“Brie, come on!” my brother yelled, stopping close to where Sienna had landed. She was struggling to her knees, clearly dazed from the impact. When she tried to stand, her legs wouldn’t hold her. But Sienna was a fighter, a true survivor. She crawled to the portal. Illion pulled her inside and situated her against one of the magical walls.
Using Mat’s temporary distraction, I lunged for his arm with flaming hands. Unfortunately, Mat wasn’t like the opponents I’d faced in the arena. He wasn’t like other vampires I’d encountered. The fire visibly pained him, but he didn’t immediately burst into flames. He shoved me backward and out of arm’s reach. I stumbled at the force he used but remained on my feet. Digging deep within myself, I summoned all the magic left in my body. Two fireballs materialized in my hands, twisting flames of black and orange that were straight out of the stories the elders told in Fae Canyon. Hellfire. Something only created from a mix of light and dark magic.
I just found an upside to being poisoned, I thought.
I flung one of the infernal orbs at Mat’s chest. He dodged too late, and the fireball caught his right arm. It burnt straight through his shirt and melted the flesh beneath. The smell made me gag, while the sight was like poetry in motion.
Mat’s eyes were wide with disbelief. Hellfire wasn’t something he’d counted on. He didn’t know I had dark magic coursing through my veins.
The distraction left Mat vulnerable, and Julia didn’t waste the opportunity. She’d recovered from the head slamming enough to deliver a textbook roundhouse kick to Mat’s ribs that would’ve made arena spectators cheer. Bones crunched on impact, and Mat cried out as he lilted to one side. Cornered and wounded, he should’ve been scared. I would’ve been terrified. Instead, Mat was still smiling. A glimmer in his dark gaze set me on edge. Then, I realized he was looking past me to the portal, to my brother.
“No!” I screamed, breaking one of the first rules of combat and reacting out of anger. I let loose the second fireball without taking the time to aim properly. Mat ducked out of the way easily, and the twisting orb hit the wall behind him.
Julia realized that Mat had his eye on Illion. On my baby brother. On the only person Dad had left. 
“You will die a thousand deaths before you lay a hand on that child!” Julia screamed, lunging for Mat and grabbing hold of his shirt. Her grip wasn’t great, but she still flung him into an already crumpling wall.
The stone shook around me, and I started to fear the entire place might come down on our heads. It would be an inconvenience for the vampires, but they would survive. The rest of us wouldn’t be so lucky.
Mat dove at Julia in retaliation. The two vampires grabbled again. When I summoned my magic for another flaming attack, shadows crept into the sides of my vision. My knees went weak.
No. No. No. Not now. Don’t do this to me now. All the magic use had finally caught up with me, and the curse was taking its pound of flesh. You’ve got this. Just one more, to end it, I coached myself, hearing Botto’s voice inside my head.
A single magical assault was truly all I had left in me.
With a deep breath, I conjured an image of Kai to give me strength. He needed me. He needed me to help him through the transition. Magic began to gather at my core. My mind conjured memories of Illion through the years. I needed to protect him. Mat couldn’t have him. The magic swelled. I thought of Cala, Rocko and Everly, all prisoners at the mercy of the Dresdens. That was my fault. I needed to help them. The magic shot down my arms. I thought of Dad. I couldn’t let him lose my mother twice. One basketball-sized sphere of hellfire danced between my hands, too large to contain within just one palm.
I was running on fumes. There needed to be an opening, an opportunity for me to take out Mat without killing Julia. Sweat poured down my face and stung my eyes, mixing with shame-filled tears. I had never lost a fight, and I didn’t intend to break that streak. But I wasn’t just gambling with my own life. If I didn’t hit Mat on my first attempt, it would be game over for me. Then there would be no one standing between the vampire and my brother. I couldn’t take that risk.
“Illion, go!” I shouted. He started to protest, but I cut him off. “You promised.”
I glanced over my shoulder and met my brother’s gaze, my vision trembling. He opened his mouth but did not speak, his jaw dropping farther and farther as his eyes grew wider and wider.
“Brie!” he finally managed to shout, gesturing wildly.
The ball of hellfire was so hot that my hands started to sweat. I had never felt the heat of my own magic. I spun in time to see that Mat had broken free from Julia and was sprinting toward us. I was no match for his speed. A leg sweep took my feet out from under me and sent me crashing into the stone floor. My teeth rattled when I hit the ground. The fireball flew from my hands, hitting the ceiling and shattering. A few of the shards hit Mat, but the damage was negligible.
Think. You can do this. He can’t get Illion.
But it was so hard to think with the black fog that was clouding my brain.
Julia appeared as a blur, yanking Mat away before he could deliver a devastating blow. My arms and legs tingled. I didn’t know if that was from the impact or the poison that released into my bloodstream with each use of my magic.
“Now, Illion! Go, now!” I shrieked as the vampires tried to tear each other limb from limb.
Maybe it was indecision, or maybe watching our mother battle with her vampire brother was just too far outside his comfort zone, but Illion froze in place. Only his eyes moved, crisscrossing the narrow hallway that Julia and Mat were turning to rubble around us.
“Illion!” I snapped, my voice hoarse and nearly inaudible over the sound of the priestess’ back slamming into stone.
She was losing. Illion wasn’t moving. I had to get up and fight. For all three of us. For Dad. For Kai. I didn’t have the strength for fireballs, just a few weak bursts of flames in each hand. Neither would be enough alone. If I consolidated the power, the odds were better. Please let it be enough, I prayed.
The world spun when I rolled onto my side and tried to sit up. Mat once again had hold of Julia’s hair and slammed her entire body around like a ragdoll. She was doing her best to fight him off, but her movements grew sluggish. The cuts on her face weren’t healing instantly. She was going to die the permanent type of death that many turned vampire to avoid.
“No!” I tried to scream, but no sound came out.
I slumped back on my side. As if in slow motion, Mat crushed her head against the ground until Julia finally went limp. He started for the portal. For Illion. My exhausted and beaten body was the only obstacle left between the vampire and my brother. Tears mixed with the dirt on my face and coated my cheeks in mud. I could barely see Mat coming through my grief.
But I could still hear the pounding of his boots and feel the vibrations.
Gaia must’ve been on my side, because the timing was perfect. My leg swung out with a strength that surprised me and swept the asshole flat on his back.
Black spots danced through the center of my vision as I pushed myself up to a sitting position and slammed a handful of hellfire onto his face.
“Leave my family alone!” I shrieked, pressing down until I felt his cheekbone crack.
The flames weren’t strong enough to engulf his entire body; I wasn’t strong enough. But hellfire was the most formidable weapon in existence. It melted his skin with a single touch and weakened the ancient vampire. He fought against me, but it was no longer with the strength of a vampire. I dug my nails into the slippery flesh to maintain a grip and felt a fresh surge of power rush through me. The flames grew brighter, hotter. My middle finger laid squarely on his eyelid, and Mat screamed in agony as the lid and eye melted down into the socket.
Satisfaction welled inside of me, giving me renewed strength. Hand still gripping Mat’s face, I channeled every ounce of my soul through my fingers. The flames burned hotter and higher, the fire spreading up my arm and down his neck. Bloodlust like I’d never experienced took over, and I imagined his brain boiling beneath my palm.
“Brie! Stop!” Illion yelled.
I met my brother’s terrified gaze as Mat’s cries trailed off. The vampire’s body drooped, slackening into a puddle of seared flesh. Illion’s expression held horror and revulsion.
“Get in the portal!” Illion begged, tears staining his young face. “Come on, Brie. We have to go!”
But I could only move enough to cover the worst of Mat’s injuries, to shield the carnage and protect what was left of my little brother’s innocence.
“Please, Brie,” I heard Illion whisper as the fog overtook my brain completely. I didn’t fight it this time. Mat wasn’t a threat to Illion any longer. I’d done my job. Dad would still have his son. I just hated that my brother’s last memory of me would be so gory.
Will he understand? I wondered as my body went numb. Or will he remember me as a vicious killer?
My eyelids fell closed for the final time as I heard another voice in the corridor. I would’ve known that voice anywhere. When his fingers skimmed my neck to check for a pulse, his touch felt familiar. Kenoa’s whispered words were thick with emotion.
“She’s drained.”






  
  Chapter Two

Domed City of Austin


Cala

“Georgina goes before the council today,” Ryun informed Cala over coffee in the cafeteria. 
She pursed her lips. She’d seen the Texan queen’s triumphant return from being cast into the frozen wasteland as a part of the supposed “citizenship test.” Her victorious arrival at the gates had been to a kingdom no longer under caster rule. Cala had to admit, if only to herself, that she was impressed by the young queen. After a rocky start to the survival challenge, Georgina had proven she was a real fighter. Her power was impressive, too. She’d used advanced spells while in the tundra that, according to Ryun, meant Georgina had paid attention and applied herself in magic lessons. And when Georgina had returned to the gates, her head was held high. Even her filthy, nearly frost-bitten state couldn’t keep the pride off Georgina’s face.
Of course, the Dresden guards had immediately taken her into custody. Bound with magical restraints, Queen Georgina had been hauled down into some prison cell. Cala thought it was a pretty shitty reward for completing the trial but hadn’t voiced her opinion. She hadn’t needed the disapproving looks from everyone around to know she was in the minority. Though, last she’d spoken with Rocko, Cala had gotten the impression that the Dresdens going back on their word made him just as nervous as it made her.
“Goody for her,” Cala replied finally.
Ryun laughed. He actually freaking laughed. Cala frowned. None of this was funny. Not even a little.
“She’ll be formally absolved of her crimes,” Ryun said, as though it were a fair trade for what Georgina had been subjected to.
“Great. And then released? To live as a pauper?” Cala countered. She took an angry sip of black coffee that burned the roof of her mouth. Though her shifter healing meant the damage would repair itself sooner rather than later, it was still another annoyance on top of all the other bullshit she’d been putting up with lately.
“Feeling bad for the caster queen?” Ryun teased.
She rolled her eyes. “No. I’m just worried that my safety might not be as assured as I was promised. I mean, if you all are willing to break a pledge made in a televised broadcast, what chance do I have without anyone watching?”
“She successfully completed the trial, so Georgina will get what she was promised.” A muscle twitched in Ryun’s neck. “Her past crimes will be forgiven. Come with me, see for yourself.”
“Yeah, no thanks.” Cala shook her head. “I can think of a lot of things I’d rather do.”
The trace of humor usually present on Ryan’s features disappeared. “I’m afraid I’ll have to insist that you do.”
She frowned and chanced a smaller sip of her coffee. It was so bitter, it simply made the acrid taste in her mouth worse. What the hell did the Dresdens have against sugar?
“Look, Cala.” Ryun’s hazel eyes darted around the cafeteria uneasily. His voice was just above a whisper when he continued. “I’m not supposed to be telling you this…”
And to think I once loved when people told me secrets, she thought as her stomach tightened.
“There’s been an incident,” Ryun said softly. “Brie is not in Revival any longer. She’s being held hostage, along with one of my sisters and one of my brothers. My father is sure at least Brie is a willing hostage. Without her, your position here is even more precarious than before.”
“You mean, I’m a hostage until Brie stops pretending to be one?” Cala countered, anger flashing in her eyes.
“I need to keep an eye on you,” Ryun said carefully.
So that was why he’d asked her to have coffee with him this morning. Not because he enjoyed talking to her or cared to spend time together.
Noted, Cala thought bitterly.
“I see,” she said aloud. “Either I let you play shadow or…?” With a pointed glare, Cala let the question hang in the air.
“Or you can sit in a cell until my father gets what he wants,” Ryun said bluntly.
Cala felt the blood drain from her cheeks, but her voice was strong and confident when she spoke. “Same goes for Rocko and Everly, I assume? They have babysitters, too?”
“Yes,” he confirmed. “Though I would appreciate it if you don’t tell them what I just told you.”
She scoffed. “Seriously? You think they won’t notice someone following them and telling them where to go all day?”
Ryun shrugged. “Probably not. They’ve already made it clear they are happy to help the cause. Everly spent a lot of yesterday with Nya. Rocko’s made friends with a few of the gate guards, so they’re going to take him out there to show him the job.”
“Why’d you tell me the truth?” Cala watched him closely as he debated how to answer.
Finally, Ryun shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess I feel like you deserve to know. Nya disagrees, though, which is why you can’t tell your friends. I just don’t see a point in keeping it a secret.” He brought his coffee mug to his lips, and then spoke before taking a sip. “That said, I’m going to ask you again…do you want to come to Georgina’s council meeting with me?”
Cala’s eyes narrowed to slits, just like they did when she was stalking prey in jaguar form. She smirked and spoke in a falsely cheery voice. “It’s a date, I’ll just go polish my best shoes.”
The council met with Georgina in the same arena where they’d stripped her of her title for alleged crimes against fae and shifters. The stands were packed for the event, which Cala found a little odd. The council was just going to pass some sort of formal decree pardoning Georgina, and then the queen would officially become a regular citizen. There wasn’t much to see.
Ryun and Cala watched from one of the arena doors as a dozen rebel guards marched through the entranceway on the opposite side from where they stood. It was all for show, but that many guards were just overkill. Georgina’s hands were bound, and she was dressed simply in shapeless black pants and a matching t-shirt. The basic loafers on her feet appeared to be too big, because she shuffled a little when she walked. Cala could smell the young queen’s fear from across the arena, though Georgina donned a prideful expression and met the glares of her accusers levelly.
The guards brought Georgina to the center of the arena. Hale Dresden waited there for her like she was the next contestant on a twisted game show.
“Where’s the supposed council?” Cala muttered to Ryun.
“You’ll see in a sec,” he whispered back. “Just watch.”
“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen of all species,” Hale Dresden boomed once Georgina was at his side. The guards fell back but stayed close enough to take the caster queen down if she tried anything.
Hale Dresden looked over at Georgina. “Caster 0002, you have passed your citizenship trial. How does it feel?”
Oh, Gaia. It really is like a screwed-up gameshow, Cala thought.
Georgina responded with a glare.
Thirteen people suddenly popped into being in a circle around Georgina and Hale. Cala didn’t recognize any of them. An elderly fae man stepped forward, hands clasped behind his back.
“We, the council, formally pardon caster 0002 for her past crimes against the fae and shifters of the former Kingdom of Texas,” he announced in a formal tone before reclaiming his place in the circle.
A young female werewolf stepped forward next. “Successful completion of the citizenship trial has earned you the right to claim a place in our new society.”
The third person to come forward was a vampire. Cala didn’t realize it until he spoke, and his fangs became visible. “Casters have no place in the new world,” he declared, sounding almost bored. The words didn’t seem to surprise anyone else, but Cala’s eyes grew wide and alarmed. The declaration seemed to be a direct contradiction to the rest of the council’s words.
Cala and Georgina gasped in tandem as the vampire rushed forward and clamped his hands down on the caster’s shoulders.
“Congratulations, you will become immortal,” the bloodsucker proclaimed. With that, he sunk his teeth into Georgina’s neck.
Her screams were agony to Cala’s sensitive ears, yet she couldn’t bring herself to cover them or even look away. Georgina fought, but the vampire was too powerful. The more blood he drank, the paler and limper the former queen became. Finally, her feeble struggle stopped, and she sagged backward against his chest. That was when the vampire drew a nail across his own wrist and clamp it over Georgina’s mouth. Cala watched, horrified, as the young caster was forced to drink the vampire’s blood.
When the vampire decided Georgina had ingested enough, he tossed her to the ground like a discarded toy. The guards surrounded her, though there wasn’t any tension in their movements. Four of them simply picked up her lifeless body and carried her away while roaring cheers emanated from the stands.
Cala rounded on Ryun to give him a piece of her mind. Instead, she gave him the contents of her stomach. All over his boots. For an extended moment, they just stared at one another in horror. Then, Ryun folded her into his arms.
“Come on,” he said, using the arm around her shoulders to propel her toward the aisleway. “Let’s get you out of here before someone locks you up for being a sympathizer.”
Ryun took her to the women’s locker room. Cala washed out her mouth while he rinsed his shoes off in a shower stall. She knew she should feel at least a little bad for ruining his boots, but she also felt like he deserved the hassle for not giving her a warning about Georgina’s fate.
Once they were both presentable, they left the arena. Instead of returning directly to the warehouse, Ryun drove them out of downtown Austin to a residential development near the dome border. The homes were all modest one-story ranch styles with small yards. They passed a sign that read: “Welcome to Sunnyville Estates, All Are Welcome.” Of course, someone had spray painted “shifters” between the words, implying that only weres were truly welcome there. Cala bit her lip and looked anxiously out the window. No one was out and about in the neighborhood, though there were outward signs that a few of the homes were occupied.
“Where are we going?” Cala finally asked.
She’d been silent since vomiting all over Ryun and had planned to continue the treatment until he apologized for being a dick. Despite her intention, curiosity was a hard itch not to scratch.
“You’ll see,” he replied, rounding a turn without stopping at the stop sign.
“I don’t want to see,” Cala growled. “I want you to tell me.”
Ryun tried to hide a smile. “We’re going to my house,” he intoned. “Happy? Now you know.”
“You have a house?” Cala’s eyes narrowed. “How’s that possible?”
Ryun chuckled. “Where did you think I live?”
“Um, the place you’ve been sleeping?”
“I have a bed at the warehouse, since it’s our base of operations. Still, I need my own space. I need quiet to think and get work done. We relocated all the casters to hotels downtown, which left a lot of houses ripe for the taking. A few of the higher-ups in the rebel army decided to claim homes out here as their own.”
Cala frowned. “You stole a house? What the hell, dude? You can’t just take someone’s house.” She heard the tone of her voice rising with indignance but didn’t even try to temper it. “That’s so messed up. Any caster living in this low-rent neighborhood probably wasn’t living much better than fae and shifters. But yeah, cool, steal their houses once you’ve arrested them.”
Ryun narrowed his eyebrows. “Don’t fool yourself. A lot of the casters that lived out here still had house fae. We’ve given some of the homes to those people, the ones who served here,” he replied calmly.
“What about the casters that didn’t have house fae?” Cala challenged, anger mixing with the disgust that still lingered from earlier in the arena. “The ones that didn’t mistreat shifters. They were just living normal lives here in this little neighborhood, not bothering anyone. Hmm? What about them?”
“At the very least, those casters are guilty of complacency,” Ryun replied stiffly. He finally pulled into a driveway in front of a lime green house that was identical to those on either side, save the color.
“That’s not a thing,” Cala protested.
Sighing loudly, Ryun turned off the vehicle. “In the new world, it is.” He reached over and touched her hand gently. “They could’ve spoken up. They could’ve done something. They chose not to.”
Cala let out a bark of laugher. “You really believe that, don’t you? Gaia, you are brainwashed. Do you even hear yourself? Unless they’re wealthy, casters have no say in anything that happens under the domes. Royals rule everything, and they don’t give a shit that some nobody caster thinks it’s wrong to force fae to give up their magic.”
The look in Ryun’s eyes was pure pity. “No, Cala. You’re the one who’s been brainwashed. You enjoyed a life of relative privilege in Hawaii. Maybe not the life of luxury the royals enjoyed, but it was a life that most would’ve killed for. You still don’t seem to understand that they made you fight. Just because you are good enough to win some money and live a good life doesn’t make their crime okay. They treated you as gladiators whose only reason for existence was their amusement. With time, I know you’ll see that I’m right.”
“Oh, I know you’re right,” Cala replied coolly, crossing her arms over her chest. “I hate the pit masters. I hate what they did to me. But even with all of that, I don’t think every caster is evil. They have a few sadistic pineapples on the plantation, but you can’t just torch all of them. Just like I’m trying really hard not to think you’re evil just because your father is a monster.”
She went for the passenger-side door handle but found it locked. With a huff, Cala aimed her heel at the door and delivered a kick that broke the metal off its hinges. Without waiting for her guard, she stomped up to the white front door.
“Cala, wait!” Ryun called after her.
She rounded on him, surprised to find that he was so close behind her.
“Can we please talk about this calmly?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper.
“Sure. We can talk once you admit that you don’t agree with everything your father is doing.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. “Don’t bother lying. I can smell your disgust. You hate casters, I’ll give you that. But even with your prejudices, you still think that turning them all into vampires is harsh.”
“Granite’s methods might be extreme…,” he admitted cautiously.
“Have you considered trying to talk to him about it? Maybe suggest an alternative?”
Ryun’s brows drew together. “I get what you’re doing, but it’s different.”
“You’re right. Right now, it’s different. You’re on the winning side.” She jabbed a finger in his face. “But you had better hope it stays that way. Because your crime of complacency is so much worse than anything the casters did. Your people are subjecting them to a fate many consider worse than death. It should not be a decision that is taken so lightly.”
With that, she spun on her heel and tried the door handle. It was locked. Not wanting her dramatic exit ruined by a technicality, Cala punched a hole in the door’s glass panel, reached through and turned the lock. Then, she marched inside Ryun’s stolen house and slammed the door in his face.






  
  Chapter Three

Midnight Hive


Kai

Kai shot upright like a spring-loaded toy.  Where am I? he wondered. Without a source of light in the space, the inky blackness should’ve made it impossible for him to see the outline of the bed on which he sat. Kai’s eyesight seemed…enhanced, somehow. Particularly since it felt like his eyelids had been closed so long that they were crusted over. Unfortunately, there was still a big difference between seeing his surroundings and recognizing them.
Kai rubbed his temples, but the gesture was more out of habit than need. His head didn’t hurt, which seemed odd in and of itself given the constant headaches he had to deal with. Must not have been knocked out with a skull blow, he thought. It was a deduction based on the clues, though. No matter how hard he tried, no matter how much he focused, Kai simply couldn’t remember how he’d come to be in this place. Actually, he couldn’t recall…what was the last thing he remembered?
Fae Canyon. Kai had spoken with Brie’s father in the garden outside their family cottage. After that, he and Kenoa had left Brie’s homeland for Los Angeles.
Wait, no that’s right, he corrected himself. Kenoa had gone to meet up with Brie, and Kai had set off on his own to Hawaii. He’d returned to his kingdom.
“Illion opened a tunnel,” he muttered aloud. “He took me back.”
Kai winced at the sound of his own scratchy voice as it echoed off the walls. He rubbed his temples again. Maybe he had been hit on the head after all. Focus, a voice only he could hear snapped. Illion, the tunnel. Kai tried to recall the magical passageway, but the details wouldn’t come. He remembered entering the tunnel, and then…nothing.
Had something happened to him in the passage? Oh, Gaia, was this another test? Was he in another void? Had he never left the land of Brie’s father’s shenanigans?
No problem, he thought, I’ve got this.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood in one fluid motion. Unsure of what else to do, he began pacing the bedroom. He looked down at the soft blue t-shirt and plaid pajama bottoms, neither of which he’d ever seen before. He studied his arms and felt his face gingerly to assess any injuries. There were no cuts or bruises or even tender spots. Running shaking hands through his dark hair, Kai felt for anything amiss. Though he’d never noticed the natural curves and bumps of his skull, he didn’t find anything alarming. Kai stopped pacing long enough to pull up his pants legs, only to find the skin beneath unmarred.
“No visible injuries,” he mumbled. His voice still sounded impossibly loud, like a deliberate attempt to shout. What the hell?
If I’m not hurt, why am I so sensitive to sound? he wondered. More importantly, where am I?
This was the point at which it occurred to Kai that something was off. Very, very off. The room he was in had no door. Four solid walls surrounded him, no entrance or egress. That doesn’t bode well, he thought. The room was nice, like a guestroom at Iolani Palace. But Kai knew he was no guest. Guests were free to come and go. Prisoners were not.
Then, something even more troubling occurred to Kai. He could clearly see the fine hairs on his arms, which were standing on end.
Kai tried to swallow. His mouth and throat were so dry, he actually wondered if he might choke on his own spit.
Water. He needed water.
There was a glass pitcher full of clear liquid on a side table. Kai didn’t bother with a cup. Parting his lips, he poured the water straight down his own throat. He drank greedily, but the water did nothing to quench his thirst. Kai’s teeth clinked against the pitcher as he tried to consume every last drop of liquid. The sound was grating, like nails on a chalkboard. He froze for a beat and then slowly lowered the pitcher. Two deep scratches shone deeper than the other minor scrapes on the clear glass.
Kai tried to swallow again. It was still slightly off, as though his mouth was more open than it should be when working the esophagus. Parting his lips, he ran a thumb along his upper row of teeth. A wave of nausea hit him when he felt the elongated incisors. They sliced his finger, and the copper taste sent a wave through his gut. When he pulled his hand away with a start and looked down at his finger, the streak of crimson looked beautiful and enticing against his pale skin. The sight made Kai’s thirst increase tenfold. He watched, dumbfounded, as the two halves of the cut knit back together. He’d always been a quick healer, but this was more than a good regimen of tonics.
The dam that had held his memories back broke into a million piece.
“No. No, no, no.” Kai dropped the pitcher. The sound of shattering glass barely registered over the cries of agony in his head. Even with his heightened senses. The thought sent another screech of despair echoing in his mind.
“Oh, Gaia.” Kai stumbled, falling hard but landing on the thin mattress. “This can’t be happening. This has to be a nightmare.”
In his heart, Kai knew the truth. Closing his eyes, he recalled the rebels who’d captured him in his own home. There was a cell. Not a nice cell like the one he was currently inside. More like one where his mother had banished traitors.
A pale, grinning face passed through his mind, one that had leaned over him as he’d lay cuffed and shackled with magic-dampening restraints. The pearly white fangs hadn’t seemed real as they’d flashed in the scant light of that dirty cell. He’d thought they were simply a warning, meant to scare him into submitting to whatever the opposition had wanted. It wasn’t until no demands were made that he comprehended no idle threat lay in front of him.
Even with that realization, Kai hadn’t begged for his life. He distinctly remembered the effort it took to remain silent and stoic; nothing would ever take more of his will. It had been worth it, though. Kai was a king, after all. His largest duty was to remain strong in the face of adversity, and he took his responsibilities seriously.
The vampire who’d lurked over him had yanked one of his arms free of the magical restraints and sunk his fangs into Kai’s wrist. The sharp prick had hurt at first, but the pain was gone in an instant. Ecstasy had followed. Pure bliss. All of Kai’s worries—everything from saving Brie from a traitor’s execution to running a kingdom of thousands—had seemed trivial. All his cares became nonexistent in a single moment. And then, there was nothing but cold breath on his ear and the fanged bastard’s even colder voice.
“You should feel privileged,” the vampire had whispered. “Your mom wasn’t so lucky.”
“Hello, King,” a disembodied female voice called, pulling Kai from the past back to the present. Or was it? Kai had never felt so disoriented in all his life.
Even with the feelings of confusion and disconcertion, he was on his feet in a flash. Kai’s eyes darting around the room, searching for the speaker. She was nowhere to be found.
“I am glad to see you are awake,” the woman said. “How are you feeling?”
“Who are you?” Kai snapped in his most kingly tone.
“Forgive my rudeness,” the voice replied. “My name is Julia, and I am the High Priestess of the Midnight Hive.”
Julia?
He’d recently heard that name. Where? Think! The answer came after too many mental summonses. Elder Hawkins’ wife, Brie’s mother. Her name was Julia. And she was a vampire.
“I know everything is very confusing right now,” Julia began in a calm, soothing tone. “That is perfectly normal, especially in situations like yours. Do you remember what happened to you?”
“I was bitten,” Kai said thickly. “A vampire bit me.”
“Yes…,” she replied, drawing out the single word. “That is technically true. That same vampire also turned you.”
This shouldn’t have come as a shock to Kai. He’d felt the fangs in his own mouth. The coppery scent of blood surfaced as a fresh memory in his mind, the velvety smooth taste not far behind. He began to salivate at the memory, something that instantly disgusted him.
“Do you remember turning?” Julia asked softly.
Kai shook his head. He was confident the priestess could see him even though he couldn’t see her, so he didn’t give a verbal reply.
“That’s probably for the best,” she answered. “My advice, for what it is worth? Don’t try to remember the actual turning. No good will come of it.”
“Where am I?” he asked, easing down on the edge of the bed where he’d awoken.
“Crystal City, at the Midnight Hive,” she replied. “My hive.”
“Where’s Brie?” Kai caught a flash of her face for just a second when he said her name but couldn’t be sure if it was a memory or a glimpse of her in the present. Regardless, he wanted to see her.
“Maybrie is resting.”
The non-answer made Kai’s teeth grind. “Is she hurt? Did you hurt her?” he growled.
“I would never harm my daughter.” There was an edge to the priestess’ voice this time that hadn’t been there before. “I intend to make sure the same is true for you. She is the sole reason you are here, safe with my people.” Julia hesitated for beat. “Do you remember us getting you out of Hawaii?”
Kai closed his eyes to prompt the memory but saw only darkness. “Not really,” he admitted. “Flashes here and there, but nothing solid. I know I was in the palace dungeons at one point. Sarah was…wait! Where the hell is my sister?” He shot to his feet again and bellowed, “Where’s my sister? What did you do to her?”
“The princess is safe,” Julia assured him calmly. “She is here, as well. I did give her a tonic to help her rest, but that is all. She was understandably upset in light of all that has happened. While I thought it was a needless risk to take, Maybrie insisted that we rescue her along with you. Again, my daughter is responsible for the safety of you and those you care for. You would do well to remember that.”
“Is Sarah…?” Kai couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. A horror show of his little sister with fangs and a bloody mouth assaulted his thoughts. Could it be?
“Your sister has not been turned. Nor will she be,” Julia vowed. “Not as long as I walk this earth.” She spoke with so much confidence that Kai didn’t doubt her words. Julia would protect his sister. Given that promises weren’t handed out lightly by vampires, particularly promises of safety, he felt assured by the declaration. Though Kai didn’t know Julia, he recognized a fellow ruler when he met one.
“What of my kingdom?” Though it wasn’t his intention, the question came out as a low growl.
Julia was silent for so long that Kai wondered if she’d left. Finally, just as he’d decided that she had and he was alone again, Julia spoke.
“We can discuss that later. You should feed now.”
“What of my kingdom?” Kai repeated, enunciating each word.
“For right now, the Dresdens hold Hawaii,” Julia admitted.
“And my people?”








