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  Prologue


My first conscious thought after waking to complete darkness was confusion about the warm, humid air that hung around me like a wet blanket. The cold that permeated the Freelands no longer surrounded me, but that bitter chill still lived in my bones and my soul. 
There was a throbbing ache in my neck that pounded in time with the sound of a gong inside my head. My hand automatically moved to rub the source of the pain. I winced on contact. A pale, white face and long, pointy fangs flashed in my mind. My stomach heaved, and I thought for sure I was going to be sick.
Water. I need water, I thought, but in the unforgiving darkness, I could barely see my hands in front of my face, let alone a source of water. Calm down. Clear your head. You need to focus.
But I felt anything but calm. A vampire had bitten me. That fanged bastard had drunk my blood. My blood. The memory inspired both terror and rage. A part of me wanted him to come back so we could go for round two, but another part of me desperately hoped never to see his face again. Never to see any vampire’s face again.
You’re still alive, I reminded myself. Right...but where am I?
I squinted into the darkness, craning my neck as far as the wound would allow. A long, black expanse of nothingness was all around. Clenching my jaw against the pain in my head, I struggled to stand. My knee scraped against the harsh ground. A jolt of pain shot down my calf as the skin tore beneath my black thermal underwear, and I collapsed back to the ground. A coppery sent filled the air.
Blood, fire, and fangs flashed in my mind. I could smell the smoke as the vampire I’d killed burned to ash on the frozen beach. The rattle of my chains sounded distant, but the memory of the vampires’ caravan surfaced clearly.
I shook my head. Focus. You need to figure out where you are. Los Angeles was the closest domed city to Fae Canyon—that was the most likely destination. No, that’s not right. Mat had said something about Queen Lilli wanting a fire fae, which means they brought me to Hawaii.
Tears pricked my eyes for the first time since waking. Hawaii was so far away from Fae Canyon, an ocean away. How could I ever hope to escape a domed island in the middle of a frozen sea? A glimmer of hope poked through the cloud of desperation: What if I’m still in transport?
If we hadn’t reached Hawaii yet, there was still hope. Deep down I knew I was grasping at any far-fetched chance in order to preserve my sanity; the ground was solid and stationary, even the darkness was perfectly still. I wasn’t in the back of a truck or on an airship. So, unless the vampires were keeping me in some sort of holding station on the mainland, it was too late.
Get up. You aren’t dead. There has to be more here than just darkness.
I ran my fingers over the uneven ground, and sharp rocks tore at my fingernails. My arms and legs were leaden, but I managed to struggle to my feet. Bare feet. Where are my boots?
One slow, unsteady step at a time, I stumbled forward with my hands outstretched. A sharp, scraping sound broke the silence. I tripped, and my shoulder slammed into what felt like a brick wall. I had to bite back a scream and blink back tears. 
Gaia, that freaking hurt. Why am I not using my magic? I suddenly wondered. Why don’t I feel my magic?
I leaned against the wall gingerly and summoned my elemental fire. The same warm rush that I always felt washed over me. But when I looked down, there wasn’t a fireball in my palm. My hand wasn’t even glowing.
“No, no, no,” I moaned. “This can’t be happening.”
Had the vampire forcibly stolen all my magic? Was I…what was I without my fire magic?
My heart pounded inside my chest, and I suddenly had trouble breathing. You’re hyperventilating. Slow down. Breathe, I coached myself, hearing my father’s voice in my head. Ask yourself, why would they want to steal your magic? I heard him say.
Vampires stole magic for fun a lot of the time, but the fanged assholes who’d taken me were cowboys; they hunted for profit, not sport. I was worthless to the vampires without my magic. Casters wouldn’t pay top dollar for a magic-less fae.
So why can’t I access my magic? I asked the version of my dad inside my head.
That wasn’t quite right, though. I could feel the powers inside of me, I just couldn’t use them. Was I in some sort of magic-deprivation chamber? For good measure, I tried once more to call my fire power. This time, a small flame flickered on the end of my forefinger but blew out on a nonexistent breeze within seconds.
The effort cost me the last of my strength. I slumped against the wall as my eyelids drooped. Sharp stone snagged my shirt when I slid to the ground, collapsing in a pile of limp limbs and tangled hair.
Just before the darkness surrounding me completely took over, I saw the faces of Sienna, Gregory, Ilion, and my father.
They’re safe, I thought. That makes whatever comes next worth it.
*****
In the days that followed, I had my confirmation that I was indeed on the Domed Island of Oahu in the Hawaiian Kingdom, though I would not see the blue skies or breathe the fresh, island air for weeks after my arrival.
“Make it easy on yourself, girl,” the Pit Master growled. “Madame Noelani offered you a spot at her academy.”
Right, because I belong at a prep school for fae wives, I thought bitterly.
I spat bloody saliva at the man’s foot. “Not the right fit for me.”
The fist struck out so fast and so hard that my head snapped back into place before I knew what hit me. It wasn’t the Pit Master, but rather a scrappy, blonde shifter that he wanted to see kick the crap out of me.
“Then take the job with palace janitorial. These are your choices, fae,” the Pit Master yelled.
This time, the shifter landed a kick to my ribs. I doubled over in pain, clutching my injured side.
“I choose to go home,” I grunted.
The shifter literally kicked me while I was down.
“This is your home now!” the Pit Master hollered, his cries reverberating off the high ceilings in the sparring room. “Either you pick your placement, or I will. And if I pick, I promise you won’t like it.”
His smug, gleeful tone set my teeth on edge. Fury liked I’d never known surged within me. Still crouched over, I glared daggers up at the Pit Master. A small, arrogant smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. I’d thought he was trying to break me, to force me to take a position at Madame Noelani’s ridiculous finishing school. But I’d been wrong. He wanted to see me suffer before he broke me, and then stuff me in a hole even worse than the one I’d been living in the past few weeks.
Don’t give him, or anyone else, the satisfaction.
My feet were already in motion before the thought had fully formed in my head. My arms locked around the shifter’s waist. She struggled as I drove her backward, finally slamming her on the practice mat. Her leg darted out in a sweeping motion. Next thing I knew, I landed on top of her, the two of us a heap of sweaty limbs and tangled hair. The world seemed to move in slow-motion as I wound her stringy locks around my fingers and slammed her head into the thin mat. 
She wasn’t the source of my anger. It wasn’t her fault I was in this predicament. I didn’t even know her name. None of that mattered. The rage I felt for the burly Pit Master watching us fight like dogs and clapping with glee, it needed an outlet.
The shifter wasn’t a great fighter. Her defensive moves were as sloppy as her offensive ones. She was much larger and much stronger, though. If not for the adrenaline coursing through my veins, we might’ve been evenly matched. But the real fight had been beaten out of her long ago. She stopped struggling and simply tried to protect her face as I pummeled her with my fists over and over again. A mix of sweat, blood, and tears dripped into my eyes.
Two sets of hands lifted me by the shoulders and set me on my feet, my fists still swinging wildly at an opponent I could no longer reach.
“Get off of me!” I shouted at the people holding my arms, so mad I no longer felt the blossoming bruises or smarting scrapes from the shifter’s blows.
The girl rolled to her feet and charged. She was quick; too quick to catch her before she slammed her skull into mine in a jaw-rattling headbutt. Stars dotted the edges of my vision, and then everything went black.
I woke up only a few moments later, flat on my back on the practice mats. My vision was blurry, and I felt, rather than saw, the hands checking me over for broken bones. I gasped when a finger poked what was surely a cracked rib. Someone forced a vial of potion between my lips. It smelled like onion and tasted like liquid smoke with a fishy top note. I turned my head to the side and spit out the healing tonic, then clamped my mouth shut.
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, girl,” barked the Pit Master from somewhere close by.
Maybe I was being stubborn, and surely it would’ve been easier to just do as I was told—not doing as I was told was how I’d ended up thousands of miles from home in a foreign land. But I didn’t want them fixing me up just so some other veteran fighter could beat me black-and-blue again.
Someone shoved a jar of the most acrid odor I’ve ever smelled beneath my nose. I held my breath as long as I could manage, but eventually my lips sprung apart, and another vial was dumped down my throat. A hand covered my mouth, forcing me to swallow the liquid.
“You’ll feel better soon,” a soft voice promised me, fingers stroking my sweat-soaked hair back from my face.
This tonic wasn’t like the healing potions in the Freelands that took at least a few minutes to kick in. This one worked instantaneously, and one of the major side effects was drowsiness.
The Pit Master’s large head appeared above me. His face split into a grin that revealed a cracked front tooth. “Looks like you’re a fighter after all, faeling. Time to move you to the commune.”
I didn’t know or care what the commune was. For three weeks, all I’d known was the dark cell with the magic-dampening stone walls and floor, and the sparring room where the Pit Masters put me in the ring and told me to fight. I didn’t know what the outside world had in store for me, but I did know that living in a dungeon wasn’t getting me any closer to escape.
My first glimpse of artificial sunlight came while being carried on a stretcher from the sparring room to a waiting medical transport van outside. The rays blinded me through the haze brought on by the healing tonic. I didn’t care. The sight was so beautiful that I cried. Even the air tasted fresher than I thought air could ever taste. Floral scents assaulted me, their fragrance cloying after so much time in a stale atmosphere. I caught glimpses of color through the van’s windows as we drove along a smooth, winding road.
I fell asleep briefly, only to reawake once the van stopped. I was too overwhelmed with all the sensations I’d been missing the last few weeks to worry as I was wheeled from the van through the back doors of a large, residential building. 
We rode the elevator to the second floor, where I was taken to a small room with a bunk bed against one wall. A stout woman in her late fifties stood with an electronic tablet in her hands.
“Maybrie Hawkins?” she asked.
I nodded. At least, I meant to. I wasn’t sure if I actually managed the gesture.
“My name is Ms. Rutina. You are at the commune for all new residents of the Domed Island of Oahu, in the Hawaiian Kingdom of the Americas. Her Majesty, Queen Lilli, is your sovereign, and by her grace you have come to live beneath the protection of the dome.”
Fuck Queen Lilli, I thought bitterly. But even if I’d been ballsy enough to say that, I felt like there was a spoonful of peanut butter in my mouth preventing me from speaking.
“I am the matron for this floor,” Ms. Rutina continued, rattling off her well-worn introduction speech. “Once you have rested, I will return to go over the rules and regulations you must obey during your stay with us. For now, all you need to know is that you may not leave the commune grounds. You are free to walk around, as long as you report for meals within five minutes of the food bell and return to your room within ten minutes of the curfew bell.”
She gestured to the two people who’d wheeled me in from the van. They unhooked me from the stretcher and transferred me to the bottom cot. I was no help, since my muscles were still like jelly. 
Once everyone had gone, and I was alone in my little room with its tiny window, I curled up and basked in the few rays of dying light shining on my bed. As I often did in my darkest moments, I pictured Sienna and Gregory safe in Fae Canyon. I imagined my little brother sitting in class, learning to control his magic. I thought of my father sitting up late at night by the fire and waiting for a daughter who might never come home.
Does he know what happened to me? Does he think I ran away? Is it better for him if he does?
These were questions I’d asked myself numerous times. My father would stop at nothing to find me, or he would die trying. I didn’t want that. I hated that one stupid night out with my friends had ended in disaster, and I hated myself for the toll my mistake would’ve taken on my loved ones.
The sun’s light hurt my eyes, but I refused to so much as blink until the moon was high in the sky. Then, I drifted off to sleep to the sounds of people talking and laughing in the room next door.
Over the course of the next few days, I quickly learned that calling the commune a home for new residents was very misleading. We were captives. We needed permission to leave the grounds, which was granted for training sessions only. They told me what to eat and when, when to sleep and for how long, and even when I was permitted to shower.
During the days, I channeled all my anger and sadness into my sparring matches. At night, I laid in bed and watched the springs bend toward me with morbid fascination as my roommate Bonnie tossed and turned. 
Maybe they’ll break, and Bonnie will crush me, I would think. Put me out of my misery.
My dark thoughts fueled the fire inside of me, stoking my desire not only to escape but to make the vampires and the casters pay for their crimes against me and everyone else they’d kidnapped. I didn’t share my feelings with Bonnie or any of the other fae and shifters I met at the commune. Not everyone was like me. Not everyone wanted to escape this hell. And some of those traitors weren’t above reporting people with my mindset to the government. The only thing I could imagine worse than living at the casters’ whims, was dying for their pleasure. That was the punishment for escape, or so Ms. Rutina had told me many times.
I would leave this damned domed city. I would return to the Freelands, to my family and my friends. I would hug Ilion and tell my father I loved him, and I would never disobey orders again. I would find Sienna and Gregory happy and healthy and free among our kind. All I had to do was bide my time, sit back and observe. One day, the opportunity would present itself, and I would be ready.
Until then, the Pit Masters wanted me to fight? No problem. I would make them all regret the day I arrived beneath the dome.






  
  Chapter One


Never in my strangest imaginings had I envisioned myself living in a palace and dating a prince. Of course, Kai was no longer a prince. He was king—King Kai II of The Hawaiian Kingdom of the Americas. That should’ve made our story all the more a fairytale, but it was anything but a happily-ever-after situation. Kai had inherited a nation on the verge of civil war; it was fae versus casters, with the shifters and vampires drawing hard lines in the sand one way or the other. 
As a fae from the fighting pits, my relationship with Kai was a topic of great discussion throughout the kingdom. My reputation and past had once made me an inadvisable consort for Kai. Now, the fact I was fae was the backbone of the fragile peace between our races. Many believed that our relationship was all that kept the chaos at bay.
Nonetheless, vocal factions from both sides wanted me out of Kai’s life. I received death threats daily, which was why I’d been living at Iolani Palace since the luau the previous month. That fateful night had been the start of tensions in Hawaii that were verging on civil war, starting with the death of the Queen of the kingdom. My condo wasn’t safe any longer, no matter how many bodyguards Kai assigned to protect me. I had my own suite of rooms in Kai’s wing of the royal residence, where his staff had moved all my clothes and personal belongings from the condo. The rooms were nice, but the palace wasn’t my home. And I knew it never really would be.
“How was training today?” Kai asked me from across the dinner table.
We were both so busy during the days, we’d been making a point to come together with Princess Sarah for dinner in the formal dining room every evening. Kenoa, newly promoted to Kai’s advisory council, normally joined us as well. The koa wood table could comfortably seat twenty people, though the four of us always huddled around one end.
I shrugged. “It was good.”
Dinner was one of the few times we set aside the outside world. None of us talked about the animosity tearing the kingdom in two or the riots that had destroyed an entire block of shops in the Fashion District. We didn’t mention that fae were upset to learn that our kind had been powering the dome all along and that they were on the brink of open rebellion. No one spoke of the frightened casters demanding harsher laws to keep fae complacent. Those were the unpleasant topics discussed every other minute of every day, while dinner together was our only reprieve.
“What about you? Anything cool happen?” I asked Kai, moving chunks of tuna around the plate with my fork.
“The photographer sent over the pictures from my coronation,” he said with a forced smile. “You look lovely, of course. I look like an uncomfortably stuffed bear.”
His comment made me smile, though the expression was quickly wiped from my face. Held only one week after his mother’s murder at the luau, Kai’s coronation had been an understated affair. Normally, royals from all the kingdoms would’ve flown in for the occasion. Given the circumstances, Kai hadn’t wanted anything of the sort. Instead, it was just me, Princess Sarah, Kenoa, the rest of Kai’s advisory council, and heads of major government agencies in attendance. And thirty royal bodyguards, of course. Security for the king of an uneasy nation was rigid, as it should’ve been.
“I doubt that,” I assured him. “You looked great.”
“Wait until you see the pictures,” Kenoa muttered beside me with a scoff.
“What about you?” Kai nudged his sister with his elbow. “What did you do today?”
“I figured out how to make a coconut crème brûlée with the perfect crispy top,” she announced.
Though Sarah had been bubbly and amicable when I first met her, she’d been completely different since her mother’s death. Small things made her smile, but it was never a truly joyful expression. It seemed she was in a subdued state, just trying to make it through. My heart ached for her.
The princess’s small dog danced around her feet beneath the table. Though the queen never would’ve stood for the presence of an animal at dinner—something Kai mentioned more than once—the poodle gave Sarah much needed comfort. Despite its yapping, begging, and generally bad behavior, Fifi was a source of levity for all of us. I smiled as the dog’s pink tongue lapped the poke sauce off my fingers.
Kenoa cocked his head to one side and fixed Sarah with an amused look. “Why wasn’t I called to taste test your new dessert?”
“Because I need feedback from people who aren’t just going to tell me it’s delicious,” Sarah countered. “I need criticism, not a yes-man.”
Kai snorted in response. “If you needed a yes-man, Kenoa would not be it.”
“Your cooking is delicious,” Kenoa grumbled.
Per usual, I found myself struggling not to zone out from the dinnertime small talk. But there was so much to worry about, so much that suddenly felt like my responsibility. Though we’d been able to restore the dome, the island’s protective barrier, with power from four elemental fae—including me and Kenoa—and a powerful witch named Samira, it wasn’t a permanent fix. 
Casters could not survive without the dome. And many fae who had gotten used to the warmer weather inside the protective barrier would also be at risk if the dome fell again. Before the civil upheaval, it had been sustained by casters taking magic from fae and funneling it to the protective barrier. Once those casters had been murdered by vampires, the dome fell and temperatures plummeted. 
Ever since, caster and fae relations had been more tenuous than ever, which was one of the reasons behind the kingdom’s upheaval. There was a power shift when fae saved the caster race, and fae were straining against their designated role in Hawaiian society. The casters owed everything to the fae, and that news had been slowly spreading. There were still only whispers among the lower castes on the island, though, and no one had officially confirmed that only fae were needed to power the dome. Would there be an uprising if the palace admitted that the rumor was true? Doubtlessly. If the casters couldn’t survive without us, why would we be their menial laborers? Why would we fight for the entertainment of casters? And why the hell would we funnel our magic to them?
Of course, as Kai’s girlfriend—after all my lies, I didn’t deserve the title, but that was a conversation I’d been internally struggling with for a month—I was supposed to be an example of how fae and casters could work together in harmony. In reality, I understood how irate fae would be if the rumor was confirmed. Not only had our kind been kidnapped and taken to live in the kingdom against our wills, but the casters needed us to survive?
Fae had received a raw deal in the whole situation. Maybe if we’d been given a choice whether to live under the dome and provide protection for the casters, maybe we would’ve been amenable to it. Maybe.
Looking over at Kai’s strong jawline, I reminded myself that it wasn’t actually his doing. Whatever was wrong with our society and the kingdom had been unceremoniously dumped into his lap without any sort of remedy in sight. As much as Kai missed his mother, I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been to deal simultaneously with both her death and a kingdom with systems that he didn’t believe in.
“How’s the Dome Committee doing?” I asked. Though it wasn’t the politest dinnertime conversation, it was the most pressing thing on my mind as of late. I’d been tactful for a month, but I needed to know that a solution was in sight.
Kai put his hand on mine and squeezed reassuringly. “The elders are working on a fix. It might be possible to extend Samira’s spell with the right elements, maybe even indefinitely. Unfortunately, they have yet to figure out what those elements are. They have isolated several pieces of the puzzle, but it’s not enough to keep the dome up and running on its own. Yet.”
“When will we need to repeat the spell?” Kenoa asked warily. 
I wasn’t the only one who’d required a week to recover after the enormous outpouring of energy from the magic we performed to restore the dome. Kenoa didn’t have the same level of elemental powers I did, and it had been even more draining on him than it was on me.
Kai fixed his gaze on the plate in front of him and pushed the food to one side. “A week maybe?”
Sighing, I leaned back in my chair. If the casters were going to require a full-time, dome-powering squad, they were going to have to make large strides in regard to the equal treatment of fae. How was I supposed to assure Kai that I’d help his people survive when I felt like my own people were being treated like dirt?
You’ve treated him like dirt since day one, I reminded myself. I still hadn’t confessed that I had initially started dating him in order to spy for the rebellion. How would I even start a conversation like that?
So, I’m totally into you now, but I only agreed to go out with you because the rebellion needed me to. But ignore that part, because I do have real feelings for you. Serious, scary feelings. Just ignore the whole thing with lying and spying and rebels and love me forever. Cool?
Pushing the cubes of tuna around my plate, I swallowed the turmoil. It wasn’t the time for me to air my dirty laundry. It was never the time, which was what made it so hard. With everything else that Kai had on his plate, it wasn’t fair for me to heap on an extra helping of drama. Except, was I just giving myself an easy way out, knowing I would lose him if I told the truth?
In my peripheral vision, I watched as Kenoa appraised me. His looks had been lingering and penetrating since the night of the luau. Did he suspect my betrayal? If not, what exactly did he suspect? Did he know that Mat, the vampire who’d killed Kai’s mother, was the same guy who’d kidnapped me? Did he think that I’d allowed her death to happen?
Though my role in the rebellion wasn’t something I was proud of—particularly when they ended up hell-bent on revenge instead of justice—it also wasn’t the same as being responsible for the queen’s death. Would I be doing more harm than good if I admitted my role in the rebellion to Kenoa? Or would he understand the position I’d been put in?
Fuck my life.






  
  Chapter Two


“Knees up, Hawkins!” Botto yelled. 
While everyone else on the island seemed to walk on eggshells around me since Kai and I began dating publicly, my trainer had decided to be a hard-ass. Though I didn’t blame him for wondering why I’d choose to date a caster, let alone the prince, I did blame him for being even more of an authoritarian than usual about my workout schedule.
Given the fact I wasn’t competing in fights anymore, I didn’t need to keep up with my training. Still, I felt better when I physically worked out my aggression and stress. The fighting pits had been closed since the dome came down. Though the casters would’ve been happy for the entertainment, Kai hadn’t thought it was a good idea. Nearly everyone on the island knew someone who’d been killed in the frost, mostly elders and young children. Though it had never seemed right to me to watch people hurt each other for sport, it felt particularly brutal after so many deaths.
And yet, I was subjecting myself to Botto’s torturous routines. Without the fighting pits, I had more pent-up energy than I knew what to do with. If I couldn’t randomly smack a shifter, running would have to do.
“You’re lagging, Hawkins!” Botto called. 
From his perch on a motor cart, the taunts were less effective. My chest puffed with pride—he couldn’t keep up, and we both knew it.
After our run down the wooded path, Botto lobbed free weights at me like they were hot potatoes. Every ache of my screaming muscles reminded me that I had a lot to atone for, and somehow the strenuous activity felt like the punishment I deserved.
When I finally stumbled out of the locker room an hour later, my legs feeling like limp spaghetti noodles, Kenoa was waiting for me. This wouldn’t have been alarming, except that he was no longer assigned to protect me since he’d joined Kai’s advisory council. Harton, my normal driver and newly minted personal bodyguard—I’d argued, but Kai insisted—was nowhere in sight.
Shit.
“What’s up?” I asked, my voice pitched unnaturally high.
Kenoa eyed my red, sweaty face with a hint of amusement. “Tough day?”
“Botto’s being a pain in the ass.” I shrugged. “It’s fine. I need something to do with my energy.”
“Yeah, I get that.” Kenoa ran a hand through his dark hair and fixed me with his smoldering dark stare. “Can we talk?”
Never words you want to hear.
“Um, yeah,” I replied, striving for an indifferent tone. “I have a shift at Pele’s in an hour, but I need to run back to the palace to change first.”
Kenoa frowned. “I thought you agreed to take some time off from the restaurant until things quiet down a bit?”
“Some time.” I shook my head firmly. “Kai asked that I take time off, and I have. But I never agreed to that indefinitely. Jon said if I don’t mind the extra attention, he doesn’t mind throwing out assholes who give me too much grief. He says I’m good for business.”
“Does Kai know you’re working a shift today?” Kenoa pressed as we started for an exit off the back of the training center.
Taking the easy way out, I didn’t respond.
“Brie, seriously?” His voice was incredulous. “I know you think this is about your independence, but it’s really about your safety. You have multiple targets on your back. He’s just trying to keep you alive and protected.”
“I know,” I agreed. “And I’m just trying to find a sense of normalcy where I can. This is something I need—to get back to the things that were a part of my life.”
Kenoa’s car was parked only steps from the exit. Harton was nowhere to be found. With a resigned sigh, I climbed in the front passenger seat. Reporters were banned from the training facility grounds after one snuck into the locker room to corner me in the shower. Still, they waited at the gates for a chance to snap sweaty, gross pictures of me leaving practice. I ducked my head down as Kenoa honked the horn to warn them back.
We rode in silence for a long time. I stared out the window, watching the scenery drift by. After the dome collapsed, I had a new appreciation for the beautiful, controlled landscape its protection provided. The impossibly blue skies and the clear ocean water were mesmerizing. It didn’t occur to me right away that Kenoa was driving a roundabout way to the palace, not until I was admiring the plumerias on the north side of the island.
Well shit, I thought. The moment I’d been dreading for weeks was finally upon us. With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and decided to stop playing this game with Kenoa.
“You wanted to talk to me. Alone, obviously. So, what is it?” I asked. Though I fought to keep a steely resolve in my voice, I refused to look at him directly.
Kenoa’s eyes never left the road. “When did the rebellion recruit you?”
I could’ve lied. I could’ve said that they came to me after my relationship with Kai went public. I could’ve said that Christina had threatened me into joining. I could’ve said a lot of crap to make myself seem more sympathetic. Except, when I finally did come clean with Kai, I wanted to tell him the whole truth. Kenoa deserved the same.
“Tanner recruited me.” I played with my hands in my lap. “Before we started dating.”
Kenoa’s jaw tightened, though something told me he’d expected that answer. “What did you do for them?”
Again, I was pretty sure he knew the answer but wanted to hear me say it. “Provided financial support, mostly. I did know about a few extractions, though I was too recognizable to be involved.”
“And?” His eyes swung to fix me with a pointed stare.
I felt like a hundred slugs were slithering around in my belly. “And I spied on Kai for them,” I admitted. 
The silence that followed was so absolute, I could’ve heard a snowflake land on carpet.
Kenoa gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles going white. It took all my willpower to not start spouting pointless excuses. There was no excuse for my behavior. I’d deceived Kenoa and his best friend. More importantly, I’d deceived the king. I was a traitor to the monarchy. Any person in the palace’s employ would turn me over to the authorities to await execution at the monarch’s discretion. Would Kenoa?
“What are you going to do?” I asked after I couldn’t bear the silence any longer.
“Do you know the punishment for treason, Brie?” Kenoa responded in an eerily calm voice that set my teeth on edge.
“Yes,” I said tightly. “Public execution.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Do you know what they do before they execute you?”
I said nothing.
“They take your magic. With force. Of course, they make sure to leave you just enough that you have all your wits about you when you take your last breath. You know, so you’re aware of what’s happening to you.”
“Okay, stop,” I snapped.
The detailed account of the punishment that awaited me was the least I deserved. Still, I didn’t want to hear it.
“Stop? You want me to stop? Maybe you should have thought about all of this before you agreed to spy for the rebellion, Brie,” he growled. Kenoa turned to me, his face red with anger. “Did you ever consider the consequences?”
I’d already devoted plenty of mental energy to berating myself for the role I’d played in the rebellion. Queen Lilli’s death was on me. The blood of the people who’d died when the dome collapsed was on my hands. More than those things, it was my guilt over betraying Kai that kept me up into the wee hours of the night. Long after the king went to sleep, I sat awake in the palace suite where I didn’t belong and played out every possible scenario for my future. Most ended with me meeting my end much too soon.
“I’m not doing this with you right now,” I told Kenoa coolly. “You can tell me that I’m an awful person for doing this to Kai. You can yell at me. You can call me names. Hell, let’s go back to the training facility, and you can wipe the mats with me. But don’t you dare lecture me about consequences. I’m not the naïve little girl you took under your wing a lifetime ago. I knew what I was doing when I took the assignment. I knew, and I agreed anyway, because my life is worth the freedom fae deserve.”
Kenoa stared straight ahead, his expression unreadable. He was conflicted, I realized after a minute. For him, the divide between casters and fae had never been black and white. He’d grown up on the island with casters. He was friends with many casters. Until Kai, I’d never spoken more than a few words to one.
“And the plan to bring down the dome?” Kenoa asked finally. “You thought an act of terror was the best way to send the casters a message?”
My eyes widened, and I grabbed Kenoa’s forearm. “I didn’t know about that. I swear, I would’ve never been involved if I did. My job was only to find out how much the royal family knew about the rebellion. Aside from increased extractions, I had no idea the rebellion was planning to take offensive action. You know me well enough to know I would never take part in mass murder.”
He pointedly ignored the last remark. “What about the queen?”
“I didn’t know they were going to kill her,” I insisted, my voice straining. “I didn’t know she was the final tentpole. Honestly, Kenoa. If you believe anything I’m saying, believe that. I did try to save Kai’s mother.”
My throat tightened with desperation. I needed him to believe me. If I couldn’t convince Kenoa, how would I ever convince Kai? Even if the king ordered my execution, I never wanted him to think I’d been a part of the plot to kill Queen Lilli.
We rode for what felt like eternity before Kenoa finally spoke again. “I do believe you. I can’t say Kai will feel the same.”
“Are you going to tell him?” I asked again.
Kenoa shook his head. “It’s not my secret to tell. It’s yours.” He glanced over. “You’re going to tell him.”
I was planning to tell Kai, I was just afraid to lose him. I knew the truth would be the end of our relationship. We’d grown too close for him not to feel the bitter knife of my betrayal. Really, it would be a miracle if he let me live after he knew the truth.
“You do know you’re asking me to sign my own death warrant?” I countered, feeling both defensive and argumentative.
“Who’s lecturing whom now about consequences?”
I glared at him.
“He’s a good guy. He deserves the truth,” Kenoa added.
“I know. Which is why I will tell him,” I promised. “Whatever the outcome.”
Kenoa pressed, “When?”
“Soon. Just let me do it when the time is right. I promise, I’ll tell Kai everything.”
The palace gates materialized in the distance. Throngs of photographers lined the street, lenses ready for my arrival.
“I’m not the only one who suspects you haven’t been completely honest about how things happened at the luau,” Kenoa said. “Kai’s other advisors believe you’re hiding something. Yesterday, we squashed an article about Tanner and the old rumors that he’d been a major player in an underground movement that opposed the monarchy.”
I went cold all over. I hadn’t realized there were public rumors about Tanner’s involvement with the rebellion. I should’ve known.
“Kai has continually defended you to those who claim you’re disloyal,” Kenoa continued. “He’s shutting down these stories because they give credence to gossip flying around the palace. But Brie, it’s only a matter of time before someone shows him proof that he can’t deny.”
We were getting close to the reporters. I ducked my head in my lap, face turned toward Kenoa in the driver’s seat.
“I will tell Kai the truth soon,” I swore to him.
Lest he give the reporters any more reason to suspect someone hiding out of sight in his car, Kenoa kept his eyes forward. Still, I felt the weight of his gaze when he spoke next.
“You’d better. For your own sake.”






  
  Chapter Three


Kenoa had touched on a lot of good points during his car lecture, but the most valid was the one about my safety at Pele’s. I’d only managed one other shift since the dome disaster at the luau, but there hadn’t been nearly as many gawkers then. Harton sat at the counter and drank coffee while I waited tables. Luckily, Jon didn’t mind my shadow. Extra muscle was never a bad thing at Pele’s, even before I became an overnight celebrity. 
Halfway through my shift, not long after the lunch rush ended, casters began congregating in the front parking lot. Some had signs that were difficult to read at a distance, but I could guess what they said.
“They’re out back, too,” Jon muttered, coming to stand beside me as I watched the casters multiply through the window. “It’s one of those groups with the stupid acronyms for a name.” He glanced over his shoulder at Harton, who already had his phone to his ear. “This could get ugly.”
No sooner had Jon made the declaration than a rotten mango hit the glass in front of us. It splattered upon impact with a sickening crunch and flung rancid pulp all over the window.
“You aren’t fit to be queen!” a woman screamed. The crowd cheered loudly, and she pumped her fist in the air. “Fae deserve chains, not crowns!”
Jon’s hand on my shoulder made me jump. “We should get you out of here. You don’t need to listen to this.”
I shook my head. “It’s okay. I’m used to it. I’m just sorry it’s happening here.”
He waved off my apology. “Don’t be. Having you here over the years has breathed new life into my old shop. This is nothing.”
“Um, Brie?” Harton called.
I turned to look at him. “Yeah?”
“There are more marching this way now,” he informed me. “The police scanners are going crazy. His Majesty asks that you stay here until an armed escort comes for us.”
“Are you talking to His Majesty right now?” I asked.
Harton nodded, and I held out my hand for his phone. “Kai?” I said.
“I am on my way,” he said quickly.
A brick came sailing through the fruit-splashed window and landed near my feet, along with shards of glass. 
My temper flared. “No. Don’t come here,” I told him. “It’s getting bad.”
The mob of casters charged at the building. Harton’s phone fell from my hand with a clatter, and a fireball appeared in each of my hands. All around me, patrons stood from their seats. The shifters who’d been dining changed before my eyes, including Harton who swung into lion form and landed on all fours in front of me. Casters started firing off spells aimed generally in my direction. Harton met the mob’s advance with two were-bears and a pack of wolves at his back.
“Brie, come with me,” Jon urged, pulling me by the hand toward his office.
Yanking my arm, I wrenched free. “No,” I protested. “I’m not leaving other people to fight my battles.”
A streak of blue light whizzed past my face and hit Jon in the chest. He started coughing, and his face turned purple. I hurled one of the fireballs at his attacker. The caster’s shirt went up in flames, though she quickly dosed it with an extinguishing spell. Before the flames subsided, half her hair was burnt to a crisp. I smiled with perverse satisfaction.
The grin dissolved as Jon fell to his knees at my feet. Casters streamed into the eatery through the broken front window. More glass shattered, and there was a loud bang as the front door was blown off its hinges. Fights erupted all around me, but my focus remained on Jon. He couldn’t breathe. If I didn’t do something soon, he would choke to death. The problem was that I didn’t know the exact curse that had hit him. Without knowing, I couldn’t try to use counter curses. If I guessed wrong, I might end up exacerbating the situation.
“Just hold on. Help is on the way,” I told Jon, squeezing his hand reassuringly.
Without warning, my head was jerked backward violently. I looked up into the eyes of a male caster with my ponytail wrapped around his hand. Summoning my magic, I grabbed his wrist and didn’t let go until he howled in pain. His skin was blistered from the heat of my touch, but he was lucky that was all I’d done.
“You stupid bitch,” he growled, raising a hand as though to slap me.
The hand never connected. Nor would it hit anyone ever again; Harton’s massive jaws crushed every last bone. The were-lion might not have been fighting pit material, but he was an excellent bodyguard.
More casters came for me. There were too many, coming in all directions, for Harton and I to fight. The pack of wolves fought their way to our sides, and I surrounded our group in a ring of fire.
Several casters braved the flames, malicious gleams in their eyes. The bloodlust made it seem like there was no greater pleasure than being the one to take me out. I understood that feeling; I’d experienced it in the arena many times. But these casters weren’t skilled fighters. They lacked finesse and strategy. And brains, apparently. One after another tried to extinguish my fire with no success.
“Freak!” a woman yelled.
Though it was meant as an insult, I almost laughed. That was the nicest thing anyone had called me all day, honestly. It lacked the teeth I’d been bracing for.
“You’re trash, fae!” a guy with a handlebar mustache shouted.
“You’ll die before you ever become queen!”
Sirens sounded in the distance, and I breathed a little easier. I could handle the crowd of inexperienced fighters; Botto had assured that. I was worried for Jon. He needed help—
fast. A gust of wind blew an opening in my fire ring, and a small form slipped through before I could react. The burning boundary closed again.
“Juno!” I cried, relieved to see that our infiltrator was the other waitress.
Falling to her knees, she covered Jon’s mouth with her hand. His chest expanded as she filled it with air. “I can help him breathe for a few minutes if you can keep the wild ones back. But I can’t do it for too long.”
The sirens grew louder.
“You won’t have to,” I promised.
Another gutsy caster decided to douse herself in water and run through my firewall. Even as she dodged the flickering fire, she was met by Harton. With one swipe of his giant paw, he sent her flying into a broken table. I pumped more magic into the barrier, until the flames stretched over my head.
“By order of His Royal Majesty King Kai II, I order you all to stand down,” an amplified voice barked from somewhere outside the ring of fire.
There was a lot of commotion, but I couldn’t see through the curtain of flames.
“By order of His Royal Majesty King Kai II, this is your last warning,” the amplified voice repeated. “Anyone who does not stand down will be dealt with forcefully.”
Goddess, things are about to go from bad to worse.
Except, they didn’t. The sounds of fighting died down dramatically with the second announcement, until only a low murmur could be heard in the crowd. I lowered the flames slowly and watched the casters drop to their knees. Kai, flanked by six bodyguards and Kenoa, strode purposefully through the carnage. His subjects worshipped him as much as they hated me. A woman cried when she got to run her fingers over his shoe as he passed. Despite all the attention lavished upon him, the king only had eyes for me.
When my gaze finally met his, I released the ring of fire completely. Everywhere I looked, there was destruction. All the windows in Pele’s were broken. The front door was gone. I counted at least four holes in the roof. Not to mention the splintered tables, plate shards littering the ground, and enough wasted food scattered among them to feed a small town.
“Are you okay?” Kai called from outside my protective circle.
Remaining cognizant that the scene between us was playing out in front of hundreds of eyes, I nodded and didn’t overdramatize the situation. The casters watched closely, as well as shifters, fae, and even a few vampires. The king didn’t notice any of them. Harton and the wolves parted to let Kai through. Despite the confidence he projected, the king’s body shook when he hugged me.
“I was terrified,” he whispered in my ear.
“I’m fine,” I quickly assured him. Stepping back, I gestured frantically at my boss. “But Jon….”
Kai gave a nod over his shoulder, and two of his protective detail waved Juno aside to attend to my boss. They administered several potions before they found one that got his lungs functioning on their own again. The bodyguards helped Jon to his feet and escorted him through the silent crowd to a waiting medical van.
“Let’s get you home,” Kai muttered, slipping his fingers in mine.
Together, we walked slowly back along the path he’d used to reach me. His expression dared someone to oppose our relationship to his face. Despite their earlier posturing, not one caster in the mob had the nerve. They might’ve loved Kai, but they feared him, too. With his mother dead, he was the most powerful caster in the kingdom. Beside him, for the first time, I felt insignificant.
Kenoa and the rest of Kai’s protective detail walked several steps behind us. It was to show his subjects that Kai was strong—that he didn’t always need people hovering over him. More than that, it presented us as a united front that couldn’t be divided and conquered.
The king held open the back door of the SUV for me himself and then climbed in beside me. No one joined us in the backseat. Just before Kai closed the door, he looked back at Kenoa. “I want them all arrested and charged with endangering a member








