
  
  
      
        
          Throne of Blood

          
		      
          Sophie Davis

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2020 by Sophie Davis 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sophieland Titles
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Sophie
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Prologue

Domed Island of Oahu, Kingdom of the Americas, Approximately  Three Years Ago


Twenty-five months, six days. That was the amount of time I’d been living in this hellhole disguised as a tropical paradise. That was how long it had been since the vampires stole me from my family. At first, I’d marked the passage of each day with a small line that I carved into the metal bedpost in my room at the commune, the communal living facility that newly transplanted fae and shifters called home. Once I moved into the tiny one-bedroom apartment in the building where a lot of my fellow fighters lived, I recorded the passage of time with a hashmark on the inside of my closet door. I would need to find a new spot once I relocated to the swanky condo I was in the process of purchasing. 
Fighting in an arena for the entertainment of wealthy casters was not where I thought my life would go, but this forced career path was extremely lucrative. At just shy of eighteen, I had more money in my account than I knew what do with. 
Like most days, I woke long before sunrise. It was a fight day. And not just any fight day, either. They called it a showcase, a two-day spectacle that put the best fighters our kingdom had to offer on display for visiting royals. The event would culminate with the Sugarcane Ball, a snooty affair where my attendance was mandatory.
I climbed out of bed and trudged to the tiny alcove kitchen to make coffee, then I headed to the shower while it brewed. The voice of my trainer Botto played in my head, reminding me of the importance of rest before a big fight. Even if my adrenaline hadn’t been on overdrive, the constant nightmares that manifested from my darkest thoughts every time I closed my eyes made prolonged sleep impossible. He also frowned on caffeine, another piece of advice that went in one of my ears and out the other.
The sky outside my window began to lighten as I sipped my coffee and dried my damp hair. Inky blackness gave way to deep violet, followed by golden pinks and oranges, before finally turning the bright blue that I’d become accustomed to. With a resigned sigh, I dressed in stretchy shorts and a matching tank top, laced my sneakers, and headed downstairs to catch the shuttle bus to the arena.
“Morning, sunshine,” called a perky blond shifter as I exited the elevator.
“Hey, Cala.” I waved and walked over to join my best friend. “What are you doing up?” I asked around a yawn.
Cala was a decent fighter, but she hadn’t been selected for the showcase as far as I knew.
She grinned and pushed the lobby doors open, gesturing me through with a dramatic flourish. “Supporting you. And, you know, if someone dies in battle, I get to take their place.”
My brow furrowed. “Seriously?”
She laughed. “I don’t know. I was told I’m an alternate. To me that sounds like being the second in a duel. The second only fights if the first dies.”
“Hmmm.”
Several other fighters I knew were already outside our apartment building. Cala made small talk, while I stood quietly off to the side. The hardest part of being a fighter for me was the mental aspect. I had to be in the right headspace. So, I typically kept to myself on fight days, focusing only on all the weakness I could exploit in my opponent.
This afternoon, I was due to face my toughest challenge yet. His name was Tanner Woods, a dimensional fae with god-like status in the Hawaiian Kingdom. Neither Tanner nor I had ever lost, which was the reason Botto had argued against this matchup. Of course, it was also why the powers that be wanted us to fight. I didn’t know Tanner, not really. I knew of him, though. And that was enough to make me queasy. Losing was one thing, though I was in no hurry to experience it, but Cala was right that fighters died not infrequently in the arena. I really didn’t want her to have to step in and be my second.
The ride over to the arena was quiet. Several of the other fighters on the shuttle had headphones in, listening to music to get them in the right mood. I stared out the window and tried not to dwell on the shitty string of events that had led me to a point in my life where I might need a second.
Normally on fight days, we were treated to a wonderful spread of eggs, breakfast meats, pastries, and a smoothie bar in one of the arena’s conference rooms. On special occasions, like today, the dishes were more lavish, since the breakfast doubled as a meet and greet for the visiting royals. Thanks to the strict diet Botto imposed to keep me in peak physical condition, I skipped the solid foods in favor of a banana-mango-pineapple smoothie with all sorts of vitamin and nutrient supplements.
Cala wasn’t as regimented. Her trainer tried to keep her on a nutrition plan, but my best friend was a big fan of bacon and all things fried. She loaded two plates with sweet and savory options from the buffet line, and then the two of us found a corner table far away from where princes and princesses were shaking hands with our fellow fighters and the trainers in the room.
“Mind if I join you guys?”
I looked up into the smiling face of good-looking male fae. His auburn hair was still wet from a recent shower and his hazel eyes had the pompous expression of so many of the top male fighters. But that wasn’t why I shook my head no. There was no way I was having breakfast with my opponent.
“What do you want, Tanner?” Cala asked in a bored voice.
“You know who I am, that’s great,” he replied, sliding into the chair beside me, despite all the signs I was giving off that clearly said he wasn’t welcome. Like me, Tanner only had a smoothie.
“Of course we know who you are.” Cala rolled her eyes and shoved a piece of sausage in her mouth. She took her time chewing and swallowing, chasing the food with a gulp of pineapple juice before adding, “What we don’t know is why you’re sitting here?”
He turned to me and held out his hand. “Hi. Tanner. You’re Brie, right?”
I glared at his outstretched hand. “Yeah. So?”
Tanner let his hand fall. “We’re fighting today. Thought it might be nice if I introduced myself.”
“Why?” I asked flatly.
He blinked as if surprised at my less than friendly attitude. “I don’t know. I mean, just because we’re opponents doesn’t mean we can’t be friends, right? Obviously you two are friends.”
Cala snorted. “Right. That’s different. Brie and I aren’t really rivals, you know? Our matchups are pretty one-sided. Plus, us girl fighters have to stick together.”
Tanner shrugged and sipped his smoothie. “Most of my fights are one-sided, too.”
“If you’re suggesting you think our fight will be one-sided, then you should have done your homework better,” I snapped.
“Huh? What? No. That’s not—I’m sorry. I wasn’t saying that.” He looked around the room at our fellow fighters mixing and mingling with royal casters from all over the world. Then, Tanner leaned closer as if to tell me a secret. I leaned back, unsure why this guy was even here. “Look, all I’m saying, is we all should stick together. All fighters. If we take rivalry too seriously, the casters win. They want us at each other throats. Makes for better entertainment. Let’s not give them the satisfaction.”
A lot of fighters felt this way. And after a few drinks, it wasn’t uncommon to hear this sort of fae-shifter-unity talk. But that talk was dangerous. Particularly with so many caster ears around, not to mention the fact I didn’t know Tanner. He could’ve been a rat, ready to race off and turn me in for rebellious thoughts or something.
I stood. Cala followed suit, even though she still had a stack of pancakes and a pile of hash browns on one plate and a half-eaten omelet and one piece of sausage on the other. My voice was cold when I looked down at Tanner and said, “Excuse me. I need to prepare for my next win. Enjoy your breakfast. It’ll be the last thing you taste before the bitter bite of defeat.”
With that parting remark, I spun on my heel and stomped off to find Botto.
The rest of the day went just like every other fight day. I passed the time listening to Botto reiterate the same facts and stats about my opponent that he’d been spouting off for weeks. There was a lot of stretching, some light jogging to warm up my muscles, and a few sparring rounds to get me fired up.
The day took a decided turn about thirty minutes before my scheduled match with Tanner.
I was sitting alone in the locker room when Cala barged in, looking both frazzled and excited.
“What’s up?” I asked uneasily.
“I’m fighting,” she said as she stripped off her silk tank top and shimmied out of her cute black shorts.
“Really? I thought Tanner and I had the last fight of the day.”
She paused to give me a pointed look. Admittedly, it took me an embarrassingly long time for realization to dawn.
“Wait. Why? What happened?”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head and slipped on a baggy t-shirt from her locker. “It sounds like maybe he got hurt in practice at some point today. All I know for sure is that you and I are going at it.” Cala reached behind her back and tied the shirt in a knot, exposing her taut stomach. She barked out a laugh and rolled her eyes. “And I know that I’m about to get my ass kicked.”
At the risk of sounding as though I was bragging, I knew she was right. Cala and I were a lopsided matchup. She was a good fighter. But I was undefeated.
“I’ll go easy on you,” I teased.
Cala’s expression turned hard. “Don’t you dare hold back. I’m no charity case.”
The two of us sparred often, but this would be the first time we fought in the arena.
“If you’re sure?” I cocked an eyebrow.
Cala’s lips parted in a mischievous grin. “Oh, I’m sure. I want you to show those royal assholes what you’re made of.”
An hour later, I was crowned the winner, and my best friend was receiving tonics to heal her injuries. We left the arena together, our arms linked—a small act of defiance to show our allegiance.
“Let’s hit up Hideout,” Cala said as we reentered the locker room. She was still limping a little and the bruise around her right eye didn’t seem to be going anywhere fast, despite the blue ointment smeared all over her skin.
“Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want to see the medics again before we go home?” I asked.
Cala waved off the suggestion. “I’m fine. My body can take a beating. This,” she touched her eye gingerly, “will be gone in a few hours. If not, I can just shift. I heal faster in my jaguar form.” She swapped her torn, sweaty t-shirt for an oversized hoodie, and then turned to face me. “There is one thing you can do for me.”
“Name it,” I said, eager to help ease the pain I’d inflicted on my best friend.
“You can pick up the tab at Hideout.”
I laughed. “Deal.”
We took the shuttle back to our apartment building and both retreated to our separate abodes to shower and change into nighttime attire. Fashion was not my thing, so Cala did come over to select my clothing for the evening. Her taste was a little more ambitious than mine. Eventually we agreed on dark jeans, red wedge heels that Cala brought from her own closet, and a sheer black top—also an item from my friend’s wardrobe.
“Are you sure this looks okay? I mean, it’s see-through,” I said pointedly.
“Only in certain light,” Cala replied as she bent over my bathroom counter to look in the mirror while she applied another layer of plum lip gloss. “Hideout is always dark. Besides, you have a great body. Why not show off all that hard work you do?”
We took a cab to Hideout, a primarily fae and shifter nightclub that our fellow fighters cherished. As usual, there was a long line of patrons waiting to get in when we arrived. I felt only a modicum of guilt when Cala and I made a beeline for the bouncers.
Falcon, another fighter, was working the door. He grinned when he saw us.
“Good fight today, girls,” he said by way of greeting. His lips quirked into a smirk. “Good to see you up and moving, Cala. Brie really did a number on you.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, let’s not rehash the fight. It wasn’t one of my finer performances. In my own defense, I wasn’t supposed to fight today. I was just an alternate.”
“Oh, right.” Falcon’s gave shifted to me. “You were supposed to faceoff with Tanner.” He shook his head. “It’s too bad. I would’ve loved to see that fight.”
“Maybe next time. If he doesn’t get injured again,” I told him.
Falcon tilted his head to one side and scrunched his face in confusion. “Hurt? He looked fine to me. He’s inside.”
I blinked. “Really? That’s weird.”
Falcon unhooked the velvet rope and made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “You should go ask him about it. Maybe he was just too afraid to lose to you.”
I scoffed. “Unlikely. His ego is too big to even consider the possibility of losing.”
The thought of Tanner faking an injury made my blood boil. He could’ve taken a healing tonic. So why didn’t he? Was Falcon right? Was the infamous Tanner Woods too afraid to me face me? I seriously doubted it.
I followed Cala through the crowded dancefloor and up the stairs to a table on the second floor, where a few of our friends were celebrating their wins. And another few were drowning their sorrows after some crushing defeats.
“There they are!” Rocko called. The were-liger was one hell of a fighter. He was also one of my closest friends.
The guys at the table with Rocko scooted closer together to make room for us.
“How ya feeling, Cala?” Rocko asked, pursing his lips to suppress the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.
“Like I got my ass kicked. The medics covered me in creams and gave me tonics. I’m all good. Now it’s just my pride that hurts.” She reached for Rocko’s beer and took a long drink. “Not that I expected to win.”
The server, a pretty water fae named Mary, came over with a bottle of champagne and a tray full of flutes. “First one is on the house,” she said, looking in my direction. “Congrats, Brie.”
“Thanks.” I offered her a small smile.
Defeating Cala didn’t feel like a big victory. I loved her like a sister, but my best friend really wasn’t on my level. She didn’t spend her free time in the gym the way I did. She didn’t put in extra practice sessions, and she frequently cheated on our strict diet. She fought in the arena because she had to—that was life under the dome. But she wasn’t dedicated to the job.
I, too, fought because the casters made me. Honestly, though, I did love it. In the arena, I channeled all my rage into those fights. Oftentimes, instead of seeing my opponent’s face, I saw the vampire who stole me from my home. The bloodsucker who’d bitten me. It was his face that I punched, his body that kicked. He was the one I really wanted to let loose on. One day, I would get my revenge. One day, the vampire called Mat would pay for what he’d done to me.
Mary popped the cork on the champagne bottle and poured some into each of the flutes. Cala helped her distribute them.
“Please tell Clive thank you from me,” I told Mary before she departed. Clive owned the Hideout. Once upon a time, he’d been a fighter. He’d retired at his peak and used all his winnings to open the nightclub. Judging by the lines outside and the sardine-packed dancefloor, his gamble had paid off.
“Wanna say a few words, Brie?” Rocko asked.
“I’m good.”
He grinned. “Then I’ll do the honors. To all the winners at the table, which includes me, congrats! To those of you—looking at you, Rudy—who should be in bed because they have to fight tomorrow, thanks for coming out.” Rudy nodded as though he’d done us a great favor by joining in the celebration. “To Lenny, who fought bravely and lost with honor,” Rocko continued. Lenny, a skinny were-lion with incredible reflexes, smiled at the acknowledgement. “To Cala, the most gallant loser I have ever met.”
My best friend laughed. “Yeah, thanks.”
“And, of course, to our favorite fire fae, Brie. Still undefeated, still as humble as ever.”
We all clinked glasses. The champagne went straight to my head and warmed my insides.
“Why did you fight Brie today?” the were-bear named Rudy asked. His hazel gaze shifting toward me. “Weren’t you supposed to deflate Tanner’s big head?”
“Apparently, he got injured,” I said dryly, and then took another sip of champagne. “But Falcon said he’s here.”
I looked around the at the nearby tables. From our corner booth, I had a good view of the dancefloor, as well as the other patrons on the second floor. Tanner’s auburn hair made him easy to spot. He was sitting at the other end of our row, at the other corner booth. The prick didn’t look hurt. He was laughing and chugging beer with a group of older fighters.
My feet must’ve had a mind of their own, because I was up and striding toward Tanner’s table like I had a purpose. Which, I supposed, I did.
Hands on hips, I stopped in front of the table of male fighters. “You don’t look injured,” I snapped at Tanner.
His laughter died a quick death. “Hey, Brie. Nice match today,” he said warily.
“Why didn’t you fight?” I demanded.
Why I thought I had the right to confront him, I would never know.
“Oh, right. Yeah, I got sick during warmup. I must’ve eaten something that didn’t agree with me.” Tanner flashed me a grin that simultaneously fueled my anger and made me wonder if he had a girlfriend.
What is wrong with me?
“You must be feeling better, since you’re drinking and all,” I pointed out.
“Much better. Thanks for your concern.” The smile widened, and I sort of wanted to punch him. “Want to join us?”
I shook my head. “No. I want to know the real reason you backed out today. Are you so afraid to lose that you faked an illness?”
“Woah. Brie, calm down.” Kenoa, an ex-fighter and current bodyguard to the privileged Prince Kai, held up a hand to stop my tirade.
I ignored the water fae and concentrated on Tanner. His expression went blank, a sign I was onto something. He had faked his illness. I was certain of it.
“You are that confident you would’ve beaten me.”
It wasn’t a question. Nevertheless, I answered. “I am,” I lied. I was so not confident that I could beat him. “Just like I’m confident you faked being sick.”
Tanner hesitated, narrowing his pale blue eyes like he was studying me. Then, he asked me the last question I would’ve expected. “Would you like to dance?”
I wrinkled my nose. “Are you for real?”
He gave me a lopsided smile. “One dance,” he said evenly.
There was something in his expression that led me to believe that he wanted to speak privately, something we couldn’t do at a table full of gossipy fighters.
“Fine,” I said shortly. “One dance.”
The music was loud, a pulsing beat that shook the dancefloor. Tanner took my hand as we navigated our way through the crowd of sweaty people. His fingers were warm against mine, and a weird sensation climbed up my spine.
Don’t get romantic notions, I told myself.
We found a small patch of empty space and wedged ourselves in. Tanner’s hands found my hips and he pulled me closer. I didn’t resist, but I also wasn’t sure how I felt about his nearness. He bent down to whisper in my ear, sending a shiver through me.
“How did you know I faked it?” he asked.
I pulled back from him. Tanner’s light eyes held no expression. His jaw was set in a firm line. “I don’t know,” I practically yelled to be heard over the music. “It just seems obvious. I mean, you were fine this morning. You’re out partying now. What illness only lasts a few hours? Plus, you only had a smoothie for breakfast, and there is no way that made you sick. The additives are meant to help our immune systems and speed healing.”
“You really want to know where I was, why I didn’t fight you?”
I hesitated. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure I did want to know. In fact, I wasn’t sure why I’d made this a thing in the first place. But I had come this far, it felt weak to back down now. So, I nodded. “Yeah, I do.”
Tanner licked his lips and looked around at the other dancers, none of whom seemed to notice that we weren’t moving. Satisfied no one was listening, he leaned closer and spoke into my ear again.
“I had an emergency extraction.” He pulled away just enough to look straight into my eyes. “For the rebellion.”
I had heard whispers about the rebellion—a group that helped fae and shifters escape the dome. Truthfully, I had thought them an urban legend. Open defiance was something the casters took very seriously. And the repercussions if caught were pretty awful. Fae could be imprisoned. Or worse, drained of their magic and executed.
“You’re part of the rebellion?” I asked softly.
Tanner nodded slowly.
Oddly, I wasn’t as surprised as I probably should’ve been. Having a dimensional fae on call would make it so much easier to smuggle fae and shifters out from beneath the dome.
For a brief minute, I allowed myself to think of Fae Canyon. Of my father. Of my brother. Of Sienna and Gregory. Since accepting my fate, I had blocked out that part of my life. I loved my family and friends, and I wanted more than anything to be back with them. That wasn’t possible. To survive in the Hawaiian Kingdom, I had let go of the past.
Or so I’d thought.
“You transport people to the Freelands?” I asked Tanner.
Again, he nodded.
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked suspiciously.
His hands were still on my hips, making this moment more awkwardly intimate than necessary. The logical part of my brain wanted to pull away. Another part of me liked his touch. It was comforting. And since I wasn’t a big hugger, Tanner was the first person in a long time to hold me.
“Because I think you feel the same way I do about the casters. You do everything right, and you’re great at pretending. But you hate them. You hate the casters. You hate the royal family.”
I bit my lip. Tanner was right. I did hate them. They were the reason I’d been kidnapped. Queen Lilli had wanted a fire fae. She was responsible for my current situation. Thinking these traitorous thoughts was one thing, voicing them aloud in public was dangerous.
“Are you trying to recruit me?” I asked uneasily.
Tanner shrugged. “I just think maybe I have some likeminded friends that you should meet.”
A slow song came on. Tanner drew me closer. We swayed to the music just like all the other couples on the dancefloor.
My mouth suddenly felt very dry. “Have you been watching me?” I asked softly, our hips moving in unison. 
Tanner wrinkled his nose. “A little,” he admitted. “We like to vet people before we ask them to join our ranks.”
“I’ll meet your friends,” I said slowly. “On one condition.”
Tanner made a face. “What’s this condition?”
“I want to go home. I want to go back to Fae Canyon. You can take me, right?”
Once again, Tanner looked around to make sure we didn’t have eavesdroppers nearby. “I can.” He shook his head. “But I won’t. I’m sorry. Truly. I only use my magic for extreme cases. I’m sure you miss your family, but your situation here is one of the best for fae. You have money, fame, and you’re about to own a condo. You’re doing pretty well by most standards.”
Admittedly, he had a point. My day-to-day life wasn’t so bad. I had the freedom to come and go as I pleased. I did have quite a bit of money in my bank account. I didn’t have to share my magic with some jackass caster. On the surface, my life was pretty great compared to a lot of fae. Still, the witches and warlocks forced us to fight, sometimes to the death.
“Do you consider being terrified that I will meet my end every time I step in the arena a good situation?” I asked softly.
Tanner sighed. “I get what you’re saying. Really, I do. But fae like you and me—the rebellion needs us. We have a lot of freedom compared to others.”
“And a lot more money,” I pointed out.
Was that the reason the rebellion wanted me? Because I was financially well off?
“That’s part of it,” Tanner conceded.
I appreciated his honesty. “When? When do you want me to meet your friends?”
Oh, Gaia, what am I doing?
Was I seriously considering joining the rebellion? Was I really prepared to take such a huge risk? This was all happening too fast. I needed time to contemplate the pros and cons.
He squeezed my hips and smiled. “Tonight. Christina is very eager to introduce herself.”
Tonight? That’s so soon.
“What are you afraid of?” Tanner asked softly, clearly sensing my hesitation. “The casters get away with murder, literally. They force us to fight. They force us to share our magic just so they can perform spells for stupid shit like fetching a pen from across the room. I know a house fae that has to follow her mistress around like a shadow so the vain woman can wear a constant glamour because the crazy old bat doesn’t want anyone to see her wrinkles. That’s no life. And her story isn’t even close to the worst I’ve heard.”
I had heard the stories too. Everyone under the dome heard the whispers eventually. Nonetheless, even meeting with rebellion leaders was extremely dangerous. If I was caught…. I shook my head. I couldn’t think about the consequences. Not in that moment. On the dancefloor with Tanner, there was no choice. Not really. I did hate the casters. I hated everything they were and everything they stood for. But that was not why I finally bobbed my head up and down. I agreed to the meeting for the same reason I’d stopped to help the caravan of captives that night in Fae Canyon—the night Mat had taken me. For the same reason I had instead insisted on being the one to provide the distraction so that Sienna could get help and so that the vamps wouldn’t find Gregory.
“Okay. Tonight,” I agreed with more confidence than I felt.
Tanner grinned. “Christina will be so pleased.”






  
  Chapter One

Domed City of Los Angeles, Kingdom of the Americas, Present Day


Brie

Amanda Ramone, director of Hawaii’s Royal Bureau of Investigation, was a smug bitch. She wore a satisfied smile the entire time her cronies marched me downstairs and through the service entrance at the back of the hotel like they were herding cattle. My silver gown swished with every stilted step; it was preposterous attire for the occasion, but Ramone had refused to let me change into something more appropriate. The fact I was wearing heels made walking with my hands magically bound behind my back particularly challenging. 
Not exactly the victory party I’d anticipated when getting ready.
A white van was waiting at the loading dock, and several dark SUVs idled nearby. The back door of the van opened, and a guy from Ramone’s team shoved me forward. His meaty palm was sweaty, and I recoiled from his touch on the bare skin of my back. My knees scraped against the metal as I tried to climb in without the use of my hands. The guard pushed me forward again, and I flopped unceremoniously onto my side in the van’s sparse interior. A metal grate separated the front with seats from the cargo space. The driver didn’t so much glance at me in the back as the doors slammed close.
My shoulder bumped against the hard metal floor during the short drive. The same guard with the damp hands and a greasy mustache dragged me out by the arm. We were in front of the Los Angeles Kingdom Justice Center. So was a gaggle of photographers. Flashes went off continuously as I was steered up the steps of the building by a dozen of Ramone’s guards.
Seems like overkill, I thought. With my hands bound by whatever spell Ramone cast on me, I wasn’t a threat to anyone. I also wasn’t resisting; I didn’t want Kai to suffer the repercussions of my actions. Even though I was flooded with shame inside, I held my head high as I strode past the paparazzi. They wanted the money shot? I’d give it to them.
At least you look good, I thought, hysterical laughter bubbling in my throat. Biting back the tears that threatened to fall, I breathed a sigh of relief once we entered the building and left the vultures behind.
My picture was taken one more time by an intake officer, and then I was thrown into a sparse cell. The cinderblock space was small and contained only a metal slab that was supposed to pass for a bed. The infusion of magic from Kai was waning with all the adrenaline rushing through me. Suddenly, I was exhausted. Hands still bound behind my back, I slumped down on the bed that lacked a mattress and curled into myself.
Memories of my first weeks in Hawaii flooded in, but I shoved them back. While I’d been certain those would always be the worst days of my life, I’d somehow managed to find myself in a predicament that was even worse.
You’re being tried for murder and treason tomorrow, I told myself, trying to will my brain into understanding that this was the new reality. No more worrying about Kai’s advisors or the rebellion or anything at all. The sentence for a guilty verdict will be death. You have to accept that.
My hands were numb from lack of circulation. Laying on my side, the shoulder that bore my weight was losing feeling as well. The rest of my body ached. Sienna was supposed to perform the counter-spell before we fled with the rebellion. Without that, the gift of magic from Kai was only a temporary fix.
Don’t worry, I thought as my eyelids drooped. You might not live long enough for the poison to kill you.
Without any sense of how long I’d been asleep, I awoke to the cell door sweeping open and banging against the wall behind it.
“On your feet,” an older man said as he stepped into my cell. His guard uniform was tight around the middle, and he gave off an air of utter indifference. Ramone was waiting in the hallway behind him.
Struggling to sit up, I glared at her. “Any chance you can unbind my hands?” I asked, straining to temper the venom in my voice. “I seriously can’t feel the upper half of my body.”
Ramone rolled her eyes. “Someone got used to the royal treatment.” Despite her words, the Director waved a hand in my direction and muttered an incantation.
My arms slumped forward to my side where they belonged. It took a full minute of shaking them to feel the pins and needles that indicated my circulation was restoring.
“For heaven’s sake, just stand up,” Ramone demanded. “Follow me. Do not try anything, or I will bind more than just your hands.”
“Where are we going?” I asked as we walked down the narrow hallway with cells on either side.
The guard who’d opened my cell walked behind me. He jabbed a finger into my back. “Just shut up and walk.”
Humiliation flooded through me. They were treating me like someone unworthy of the respect every living being deserved. My fingers curled into fists by my side, still tingling.
We went out the back of the building to another white van idling by the door. At least we were avoiding the paparazzi; I didn’t need a second public perp walk. This van had benches bolted to either side of the cargo area, and I sank onto the hard surface with a sigh of relief. I hadn’t been looking forward to another ride slamming around the floor of the vehicle. The van pulled away, and I tried to peer through the windshield to get a sense of where we were going. The combination of the metal grate and the darkness outside made it impossible to tell. Resigned, I leaned back against the side of the van.
We’d been on the road for about ten minutes when the driver suddenly swerved to the right. The vehicle’s back wheels skidded until we were nearly sideways. Headlights shone brightly through the windshield, but I couldn’t see anything more. Even with my hands unbound, I flew across the space and into the bench on the opposite side. My ribs connecting with the metal didn’t hurt as much as my finger that jammed into the corner and bent left. Before I could recover, the transport van swerved hard again, this time to the left. I slammed into the wire divider, my head connecting with it before I could catch myself. An abrupt halt made me swear out loud as I hit the divider again. Spots of light danced in my vision. In the next instant, the van doors swung open and I was being yanked out by my ankles.
“What the hell?” I demanded.
In the darkness, I didn’t recognize the face of the man who lorded above me. Fear rushed through me with a dash of panic that I couldn’t shake. Despite my terror, I kicked and screamed. Drawing my legs in, I gathered energy and then shoved out with my heels. Without any idea who he was or what he wanted, I wasn’t going anywhere without a fight. My kick had the added advantage of the impractical stilettos, and the man pulling me out of the transport van doubled over with a cry of pain.
Who the hell is after you now? I wondered, taking the brief time to wrack my brain. Who would want you badly enough to hijack a transport?
My body went cold as I considered the very real possibility that it was a bounty hunter who was after my fire magic. Again. No matter what, I wouldn’t allow cowboys to take me for a second time. I’d be damned if I let them drag me off to servitude in a new land. I drew in the deepest of breaths and prepared myself for what was coming. Despite the aches of my body, I was ready for a physical fight.
Don’t use your magic, I reminded myself. The poison’s effects increase with use.
Two more figures appeared at the back of the van. Before I could react, they yanked me from the vehicle and dropped me on the ground. My abductors obviously weren’t in the mood for a vicious fight. With the asphalt crunching into my skin, I contemplated the path that had brought me to this moment.
I’d been kidnapped by a vampire while in the safety of Fae Canyon, and then I was sold to the Kingdom of Hawaii for entertainment. After adapting to life within the fight pits of the island, I’d become so proficient at kicking the ass of other supes that there was a certain ease to it. Sure, falling in love with Kai had been a heartbreaking misstep. There was no room to let it define me, though. I had to move forward with that in mind. Survival was the only goal.
A silhouette peered down at me. He was flanked by more men dressed in all black who were poised for action. Though they watched as I glared from my prone position on the road, no one touched me. No one held me down, and no one restricted my movements. Still, almost like a reflex, I kicked and spat. Once my efforts against the concrete had been exhausted, I struggled to my feet and returned the stares of those who were looking at me.
“Are you sure this is the one we want?” an innocuous looking guy asked. He looked so unremarkable, I found myself questioning if my earlier assumption was wrong; he certainly didn’t look like a cowboy.
“They said to take her,” another voice replied. “Whether or not it’s the right girl is their call. This is the right transport, so this should be the right girl.”
Were these people who wanted to help me? Or was it the rebellion, who could’ve wanted to save or kill me? Was it a team from a different kingdom, whether friend or foe to the Hawaiian Islands, looking for extra fae magic to power their dome?
“Whether or not it’s her, she’s brimming with power,” a younger guy said as another vehicle pulled up on the deserted road. Headlights shone on our faceoff, the sudden brightness painful on my eyes. One of the doors opened and shut as I blinked rapidly.
A figure stepped out into the light. A grisly, jagged scar ran down one side of his face. “You were supposed to save her, not hurt her,” he growled at the crowd around me.
“Harry?” I blinked.
It was Botto’s friend, one of the two mercenaries supposed to smuggle me out of the dome.
“Yeah, it’s me, kid.” He smiled as the other man I’d met at the gym in West Hollywood climbed out from the opposite side of the vehicle. Harry cocked a thumb in his direction. “Tye’s here, too.”
“Where’s Botto?” I called.
Just because I’d met these before didn’t mean I trusted them.
“You’ll see him—Run!” Harry cried as a dark SUV screeched around the corner and barreled down the road toward the front of the van. A second vehicle came hot on the wheels of the first.
Ramone was undoubtedly inside of one of them. Being taken back by the Justice Department would lead to my trial and inevitable execution. My gaze turned to Harry’s crew climbing into the vans.
“Brie, come on!” shouted the mercenary.
Uncertainty is better than certain death, I decided.
Turning away from the rapidly approaching SUVs—two more were rounding the corner—I ran after the people who’d broken me out. As I reached the open side door of their van, I turned back for a moment we couldn’t spare. Calling forth every ounce of energy left within me, I conjured fireballs and flung them at the lead vehicle. Instead of blowing it up completely, I simply aimed for the tires. The smell of melting rubber filled the air as the first car skidded to a stop. After flinging enough flames to disable the other vehicles, Harry grabbed my shoulders and yanked me into the van.
The door slammed closed, and I peered out the back window as we fled. The vehicles were blocking the road entirely, making it impossible for their back-up to pursue us. We sped away, leaving Ramone and her people behind. As the distance between us grew, my exhaustion grew as well.
Shouldn’t have used your magic, I thought as darkness crept into the sides of my vision. The poison’s effects were taking hold of me again and spreading. Using my magic to repel the guys trying to take me had been one thing; it didn’t take a ton of energy to make it uncomfortable to touch me. Melting the tires of our pursuers was another thing entirely. The fact I’d refused to blow up the vehicles and sent the fireballs only at the tires had cost me dearly.
With an acrid smell in my nostrils, surrounded by people I didn’t know, I struggled to keep my eyes open. My head hit the seat back. Apparently, I wasn’t capable of holding it up on my own.
You did too much.
Harry sank down beside me, his scar appearing even more gruesome through my hazy vision.
“How’d you know to come get me?” I mumbled suspiciously.
He smiled. “We got eyes and ears everywhere, sweetheart.”
“Where’s Botto? Shouldn’t he be with you?” My words ran together to form a very incoherent question.
“Rest, Brie. You’re safe now.” Harry patted my arm.
I didn’t feel particularly safe, but I was too exhausted to do anything about it.
Can’t be worse than an execution, I thought as everything went dark and my body pulsed with pain.
The next time I opened my eyes, I was in a bunker of some sort. The cement walls weren’t the same as the ones in the jail cell, and it was a much larger space, but the feeling was still just as desolate.
“Water?” a voice called. I felt an instant flood of relief. Botto.
The moment I’d taken two sips from the glass, I collapsed back on the cot and passed out again. I felt the glass being pulled my hand just as I went back to sleep.
I wasn’t sure how long I was out of it, but the time was filled with feverish dreams of worst-case scenarios. I saw Kai and I being executed side-by-side. I saw all my friends lined up to face a trial of the caster justice system. I also saw Ramone cackling with laughter as she watched it all. Finally, I saw my father and my brother. As much as I longed for their presence, I didn’t feel comfort from the vision. Instead, dread filled me. Something bad was going to happen.
“Brie, we need you to wake up,” Botto’s voice said, cutting into the weird scenes playing in my head.
“You promised me a trip out of here,” Sienna’s voice added. Hearing her brought a flood of relief. I might’ve been hallucinating Botto earlier, but my old friend was definitely there when I opened my eyes. “It’s time I held up my side of the deal.”
The idea of getting rid of the curse on my magic, even if it came from Sienna and was dark in nature, made me fight to sit up. I wouldn’t be any good to Kai and my friends if I couldn’t use my magic. And I had to help them. My alleged crimes would fall back on my friends, that much was certain.
My eyelids drooped while Sienna set up candles around me, lighting them in turn while she spoke quiet incantations. The last thing I remembered was Sienna standing at the foot of my bed and the candle flames flickering at an unnatural height. She spoke words I’d never heard before, and then I was out again.
It had to be another day that passed before I woke again. This time, Botto was shoving a snowsuit at me.
“You need to change out of that ridiculous dress,” he said, as if I’d thought a silver sequined backless gown was the ideal outfit for being a fugitive.
It was a struggle, but I managed to swap my victory gown for the clothing that was much more appropriate. Still exhausted, I leaned against Sienna as I changed into the new outfit and pulled my hair up into a ponytail.
“The spell will take,” she assured me. “I promise you.”
Getting changed had taken every ounce of energy within me. Although the counter-curse was taking effect, it was utterly draining to have so much conflicting black magic swirling inside of me. 
Once dressed in the puffy snowsuit, I passed back out on the cot.
The next time my eyes opened, I felt like an entirely new person. Botto was in a corner of the bunker room filling a backpack with supplies.
“You gonna be up for a little haul?” he asked once I sat up.
The world still felt slightly off kilter, but my body felt a million times better. “Absolutely,” I answered, ignoring the dizzy feeling that threatened to lay me out on the cot again.
“We’re made you a makeshift bed in the back of the transport,” Botto said, his tone almost apologetic. “We’re doing our best to keep you comfortable, but this is the window for us to leave. We have to go.”
“I’m fine,” I assured him. “I don’t need anything special, let’s just get the hell out of here.”
When I followed him up the bunker stairs and into a warehouse, I breathed deeply. The stale air of the bunker had been claustrophobic. Evidently, I wasn’t cut out for living in a post-apocalyptic world. The night sky above my head when I approached the transport truck waiting outside was a huge relief. Staring at the stars, I thought of all the different scenarios where I’d done the same thing—Fae Canyon, my apartment on Oahu, the balcony of my room at Iolani Palace. This was the same view, which tugged at my heart.
You’re never going back, I reminded myself. Get used to it.
Head tucked down, I swiped at my cheeks as I climbed into the space hidden behind boxes of medical supplies. Though it appeared to be a full load from the outside, the cargo area had been left empty in the middle to accommodate our group of fugitives. The thin mattress that lay against the back of the driver’s cabin was suddenly the most appealing thing I’d ever seen.
Harry and Tye’s people stacked more aid boxes behind us and closed our group in. I collapsed onto the thin cotton slab. I didn’t know where we were going or who we would encounter at our next stop, but I knew my choices were limited. Eyes closing again, I managed to look over to where Botto and Sienna were huddled a few feet away.
I’ll be fine, I thought as I drifted into unconsciousness. I didn’t trust Sienna in the least, but I knew Botto would never betray me.
Or will he? The question bounced around my head as I succumbed to the darkness again. Your fate is in the hands of other people. Accept that. Deal with it.








