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  Chapter 1
Warrior Rising




Approximately 100 years before Brie Hawkins...


For the first two decades of my life, I’d barely left the pack lands of Arcane Falls. Then, my betrothal to Hayden took me to the Leo fae’s seat of power in the Banshee Mountains, Maven’s Crossing. Ever since the disaster that was my wedding eve, my existence had been a whirlwind of portals and small towns that didn’t appear on human maps. But traveling to a different realm claimed the top spot on a bucket list I never wanted.
We exited the waystation straight into a damp, dark cave. The roaring of waves crashing against stone met my sensitive ears. Moonlight streamed in through an opening above a natural hot spring. Steam rose from the pool, the scent of salt water heavy in the droplets.
Beside me, Winter’s hair began to curl at the ends from the humidity. She stared at me with wide, uneasy eyes.
“So, what now?” I asked, my question echoing off the stone. “Not trying to be a dick, but is there where you thought we’d end up?”
Winter wrinkled her nose and gave a slight shake of her head. “I honestly didn’t have a plan. If we had come directly from our world instead of the waystation, we would’ve landed in the same spot, since the two are mirror realms.” She gestured to our wet surroundings. “Clearly we’re nowhere near the Infinites’ compound.”
I blew out a breath as sweat trailed down my spine. An enormous wave broke at the mouth of the cave, sending a rush of seawater that swirled around our ankles before the ocean reclaimed it.
“We can’t stay here,” I said, stating the obvious. “Can you open a portal to get us out of here?”
Winter frowned at the water soaking the legs of her yellow jumpsuit. “I have no clue if my magic will work the same way. Plus, I know nothing about this world. Mirror realms aren’t identical.”
My head throbbed, and the sheer stupidity of this foolish journey truly hit me. We were in a foreign land, trapped in a cave as high tide hurried to drag us to our watery graves, and Winter couldn’t even guess if her magic worked here.
“Okay. This is fine.” I sighed. “Can you swim?”
She hesitated. “Yeah. But that could be the open ocean out there. What if it’s not safe?”
“Sea caves don’t just pop up out of nowhere,” I argued, not entirely sure if that was true.
“In this realm, they might,” Winter countered.
Another wave washed in, and the warm water hit my knees.
“Either we try to swim out now, or we wait until this place floods and go out that hole up there.” I pointed to the opening high above the pool. “Or you swirl your hand and see what happens.”
She pursed her lips. “In my dreams, you’re never this bossy. At least, not to me.”
Her words cut off my snarky reply. Of all my memories of past lives, only one had included Nicasia. I hadn’t stopped to wonder about that until now. As much as I wanted to ask her about our encounters, the interrogation would have to wait.
I sighed loudly. “Sorry. I’m still trying to process Enzo turning Ewan. And that’s just the tip of the messy-ass iceberg that is my life.”
She squeezed my hand. “I am so sorry. You’re right. You’ve been through a lot. If you want to talk—”
“Let’s get the hell out of this cave first, okay?” My shoulders sagged with the weight of the shitshow I’d left behind in our world. “I refuse to die in a place called ‘The Cursed Realm.’”
Another wave crashed and barreled forward. It was too big and would surely knock us off our feet. If we got caught in the undertow and dragged over the rocks before being flung out to sea, our adventure would end before it started. I didn’t think. I acted on instinct, shoving Winter into the hot pool and leaping in behind her.
“Go under!” I screamed, then plunged my head beneath the roiling surface.
I braced myself with my hands on one side of the stone basin and my feet on the other. Winter had a harder time finding purchase and kept flailing to stay down as cooler water mixed with the steaming hot spring. Then, the force of the sea smacked us farther down into the hole like a watery fist.
My hand darted out and grabbed Winter’s arm before she swept away from me. An aching need for air developed in my chest as we sank deeper and deeper into the depths. Adrenaline made my heart race, and I reminded myself to breathe before remembering that wasn’t an option.
Panic nearly swallowed rational thought.
Everything went still. I blinked. Seawater burned my eyeballs, but I needed to see Winter. Her eyes were already open. With my fingers locked in a death grip around her wrist, she connected with my mind easily.
“Sand. We’re near the ocean floor. Swim up. We shouldn’t have far to go,” she said.
Lungs screaming for oxygen, I kicked with everything I had left. Several agonizing seconds later, my head broke the surface, and I inhaled greedy gulps of air. Beside me, Winter wheezed and coughed.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’ll be fine,” she panted. “I just swallowed some ocean on the way up.”
I finally released her arm so we could both tread water. The caves were behind us, blocking the waves that battered the place we’d left. Several yards ahead, the bright moon illuminated a sandy beach. I nearly wept at the sight.
“Think you can make it?” I asked.
“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” she quipped.
I let Winter swim head of me to keep an eye on her. She moved much slower than I’d hoped, considering we had no clue what creatures inhabited the oceans in this realm. After the wild shit that flew out of the opening in Meridian Township, I had to prepare for the worst. It wasn’t until my toes brushed the sand at the bottom that I understood the speed issue—Winter still had the fae stones weighing her down.
We both collapsed on the beach, panting and exhausted, yet relieved to be alive. Manic laughter burst from my lips. 
“Is this really happening?” I asked, rolling onto my side.
The yellow cloak twisted and clung to my body like a wet blanket. Winter looked like a drowned rat. She’d flopped on her back and only managed the energy to turn her head in my direction.
“Sadly, yes.”
I struggled to sit up and took in my first genuine look at The Cursed Realm. Honestly, it was a little underwhelming. It seemed similar to ours, with less snow. The moon was impossibly brighter, and the stars were somehow closer. Otherwise, we could’ve been on any beach in our realm.
“It’s the Pacific,” Winter said, breaking into my thoughts. “I don’t know if they call it that here, but in our world, this is the Pacific Ocean.”
I stared down at her. “Are you sure?”
She propped herself up on her elbows. “Positive. When I lived in California, I visited this beach.” She glanced over her shoulder at the dark mountains looming opposite the sea. “My mother always came here, to the canyon, to commune with our ancestors on celestial celebrations.”
Something occurred to her, and her green eyes brightened with a second wind.
“What is it?” I prompted.
“The waystation didn’t deposit us here by chance. The cave must be a designated gateway.” Her gaze turned inward. “There were faerie markings on the stone walls.”
I shook my head, clumps of wet hair smacking my cheeks. “I don’t follow. Is this a good thing?”
“Not sure,” Winter admitted. “There could be something magically significant about this area in both worlds.”
I shrugged. “Okay. Yeah. That makes sense.”
Her gaze met mine, a note of excitement in her voice when she spoke again. “It also might mean there’s some sort of fae settlement nearby. Maybe if we find them, they can help us locate the cure.”
Sadly, I didn’t share her renewed enthusiasm for the mission.
“The fae in this world might not be like you,” I cautioned.
“The fae in our world don’t have an antidote for vampirism.” She grinned. “So I’m banking on the fact the ones here are different.”
We needed to move. Knowing nothing about the realm, standing still wasn’t safe. And yet, I paused before asking Winter to get up immediately. Between the magic use and the stress of the last few days, she didn’t look awesome.
Despite the warm breeze, blue tinged her lips. Dark circles hung beneath her eyes, and her exhaustion was palpable. I felt it just as I used to feel my twin’s moods and emotions. Winter needed to rest and recharge her batteries.
I’ll give her another minute, I thought.
I should’ve listened to the nagging voice in the back of my head reminding me this wasn’t our realm and we shouldn’t drop our guard.
The scrape of a boot against the pavement in the distance made my ears perk up. My spine straightened, eyes searching for the impending threat. A dark figure strode toward us, twenty yards and closing.
I rolled, shifting in the process, and landed on all-fours. The person-like shape seemed to evade the moonlight. Even with wolf-vision, their face wasn’t discernible. Everything about the way the shadow moved suggested a mortal, along with the fact they had with two legs and one head.
My fur still stood on end. Winter scrambled to her feet, dropping the fae stones in the sand. I positioned myself in front of her. I wanted to tell her to run, but I didn’t like our odds if we separated.
Ten yards.
Should I attack?
It seemed aggressive, yet I preferred taking the offense early. I bared my teeth and growled loudly, my muscles tensing in preparation for launching. Winter placed a hand on my head.
“No. Don’t.”
I snapped to punctuate my warning sound and then stilled. The figure held up two hands, each with five fingers. In our world, I sensed other supernaturals. We all did. Supes gave off a magical imprint that allowed us to recognize one another, even among humans. Either this realm was different, or the person wasn’t a threat.
Five yards.
“I intend no harm,” a voice called out in English.
My growl deepened, and Winter’s fingers gripped my fur.
“My name is Eli.” He slowed his pace as he neared and kept his hands in plain sight. “I don’t mean to sound alarmist, but we need to get you both off this beach immediately.”
Blood pounded in my ears. I crouched, prepared to pounce.
“No. I want to hear what he has to say,” Winter insisted to me before addressing him. “Why?”
Eli stopped close enough now for me to study his fae-like features. I still didn’t detect any magic. His dark t-shirt was thread-bare in several spots, and his jeans had seen much better days, but the clothes were modern. Similar to anything available in stores in our world.
“We were expecting you, Nicasia,” Eli said. His bright blue gaze shifted in my direction. “And you, Zosia.” His expression turned somber. “I’m afraid we aren’t the only ones, either. Many believed the Gemini Twins would arrive this night. By sunrise, every kingdom will have hunters after you.”
He extended a hand.
“Come with me now. I can keep you safe.”






  
  Chapter 2
Where Do I Begin?




I had no words to express how much I hated the idea of trusting a person we’d just met. Eli and his friends could be the Cursed Realm’s equivalent of Infinites. Or worse.
Winter was wary of our new friend, but she wasn’t as suspicious as I’d have liked. This was a different world, and we had no clue what was happening.
“You aren’t seriously considering going with him?” I demanded via our mental bond.
She chewed her lip. “I don’t know that we have much of a choice.”
“As your protector, I forbid it,” I said.
Eli’s bright gaze bounced back and forth as though sensing our silent conversation.
“What are you so afraid of?”
“That he’ll sacrifice us beneath the next full moon, for starters,” I snapped. “He used our eternal names. Nothing good has ever come of that.”
This argument nearly dragged Winter to my side. Unfortunately, she didn’t cave.
“I promise I mean you no harm,” Eli said. “I will gladly succumb to a truth spell.”
“Can you do that?” I asked her.
The question irritated Winter, though it seemed likely it was because she couldn’t.
“That won’t be necessary,” she told him.
He gestured to us. “Come, please. Time isn’t our friend right now.”
Winter gathered the gems in her arms, and Eli’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Are those... the fae stones?” he ventured, his tone reverent.
I stepped forward in a clear warning to not get any closer.
“Um, yeah,” Winter replied. “I needed them—”
The growl I rumbled was for her—so she’d stop rambling before she spilled all our secrets to a stranger.
“Can I touch one?” Eli asked.
Winter tensed. So did I, but for a very different reason. The wind had shifted, and I detected the scent of magic mixed with the seawater. My fur stood on end.
“Zara, what’s wrong?” Winter demanded.
My wolf-eyes scanned the surrounding darkness for signs of movement. I heard the crack a split second before I saw the streak of orange. I spun and leapt toward Winter, knocking her to the sand. The spell sailed directly over us.
Dark figures rushed onto the beach, bolts of magic flying from their hands. Eli let loose a piercing whistle as he narrowly dodged a fireball. A low rumble met my ears from somewhere in the distance.
Winter struggled to sit up. I stood between her and the advancing magic-users. I was desperate to attack, but worried about leaving her undefended.
“Surrender,” a man demanded.
The spells continued to fly overhead, crisscrossing with one another to form a domed cage. I realized too late what was happening.
Fuck! I screamed in my head.
Winter clung to the fae stones, harnessing their magic like when she’d opened the portal. My thoughts scattered with her steep increase in power; it filled me as well. I stumbled when she released the energy back into the world and shattered the magical bars holding us captive.
A whistling noise alerted me to the new threat just before a barrage of arrows landed in the sand between me and our attackers. Eli pushed up off the ground and leapt to his feet.
“You can’t have them, Webber,” he called.
The man, Webber, held up a hand to halt his people. They all stopped, though he continued forward.
“Stand down, fae,” he snapped, lowering his hood and eyeing Eli with disgust.
Heart racing, my gaze darted between the two men, unsure who was friend and who was foe. I didn’t trust either, not when both were prepared to fight for Winter and me.
“Not tonight. Casters have no dominion over these lands,” Eli said.
Webber’s face split into a wicked grin. “Casters have dominion over all lands. We have agreed to leave your little canyon alone.” He stopped several feet from Eli and spread his arms wide. “This beach is free game.”
My stomach turned over. This situation grew more confusing and unsettling by the word. Nothing good had ever happened in my rare interactions with casters.
Another arrow whizzed through the air, arcing directly for the back of Webber’s head before disintegrating in a burst of flames a foot from its target.
“The twins will come with me,” Webber said. “Should you choose to fight, I have orders to kill.”
My mouth felt as if I’d swallowed a mouthful of sand. These warring factions both wanted us alive, which I supposed was better than the alternative. Regardless, I had no intention of going with either group.
Winter grabbed a handful of fur between my shoulders as I snapped my jaws in warning. “What do we do?”
Webber and the casters fanned out to block our access to the road and a long stretch of beach. That left only the ocean as an escape route. Even if we could’ve managed the swim back to the cave, the tide was too high to use the waystation as a sanctuary.
Fight. Or submit. Those were our options.
“How’s your magic?” I asked.
“Low,” she admitted. Her resolve hardened when she added, “But not empty.”
Eli raised his hand, triggering a battle cry from near the base of the canyon. The earth shook slightly as a ragtag fae army charged from the shadows.
Webber only had a dozen soldiers under his command, but they were all accomplished magic users skilled in fighting. The casters turned to meet the new threat. It was the distraction we needed.
“Stay close,” I ordered Winter. Without waiting for confirmation from her, I barreled forward, toward a gap in Webber’s defenses.
I rammed a shoulder into a caster’s back, knocking him face-first into the sandy ground. Winter fired off spells behind me, aiming her magic indiscriminately.
“No! Don’t!” Eli shouted in our wake.
The fae army reached the sand, clashing with Webber’s people. I charged through the melee and cleared a path for Winter, who tried to keep up. We made it several yards up the beach, and I dared to hope we might get away.
Then Winter’s shriek shattered the delusion. I skidded to a halt, sending up a spray of sand as I spun. My heart ceased beating for a moment. Winter was on her knees. Ropes of magic encircled her wrists and extended behind her to Webber’s clenched fists.
Instinct overshadowed rational thought, and I flew toward the caster with a single aim in mind: Protect Nicasia.
Webber transferred both magical tethers to one palm and raised the other, swatting at the air as though swiping at a gnat. My head snapped to the side like the hand of Gaia had reached down and slapped me for my recent string of rash decisions. My ears rang, but I kept moving forward until Webber repeated the motion more forcefully. The blow knocked me from the ground and sent me sliding across the wet beach and into the break of the water.
Winter’s whimpers dwarfed the pain. I shot to my feet and shook the ocean from my fur.
“I can do this all day, wolf.” His beady gaze flicked to Winter. “But she can’t.”
At first, I didn’t understand. Then I noticed the lack of color in Winter’s cheeks and the way she swayed back and forth. The fae stones tumbled from her arms. Webber wasn’t just restraining her, he was siphoning her magic.
I bared my teeth and prepared to charge, despite knowing he’d simply smack me down again.
“Zara, no! Please,” Winter begged. Her voice was distant inside my head.
It was the panic that kept me rooted to the ground. Even in my darkest moments, I couldn’t recall ever being as scared as she was at that moment. That terror was hard to separate from my ingrained need to protect her.
“Better to learn your place in our world now,” Webber called. He made a flinging motion with his free hand, and a magical lasso flew from his palm and encircled my neck.
This time, the fear-born adrenaline surge was solely my own. I struggled against the rope, which only made it tighten around my throat.
No. Fuck. This can’t be happening.
“Sleep, shifter.” Webber yanked on the tether. My vision darkened at the edges, though not from the loss of oxygen. It was a spell. The magic invaded my bloodstream like a sedative, and I passed out.

      ***For the first time, I truly welcomed the dream. It wasn’t the past so much as him. I wanted to see Ewan, preferably without glowing red eyes.
I found myself sitting on a rock, surrounded by tropical trees and flowers. These gardens were wild, unkempt compared to the royal ones I’d last visited with King Orrin. The chaos appealed to me.
My heart weighed heavily, though I didn’t understand why. There was something I needed to do, yet it went against everything I wanted. The stress was eating a hole in my gut.
I turned at the sound of footsteps. He sauntered up the path toward me, dark eyes sparkling as he drank me in. Flames licked my skin wherever his gaze landed. He was so beautiful, so perfect—so mortal.
Ewan.
“You came,” Stavros said as he neared, voice full of promise.
“You called,” I replied. “You are my prince, after all. I couldn’t very well ignore a royal summons.”
Laughter rumbled deep in his chest. “I wanted to see you, and you’ve been avoiding me.”
Heat rushed to my cheeks. Ever since the talk with his father, I had made a point to not be alone with the prince. “We saw each other a few hours ago,” I reminded him.
He stopped in front of me, expression turning serious. “You know what I mean. I thought we were becoming friends, maybe even allies. Was I mistaken?”
I scratched a rough spot on the rock with my nail. “Friends? Do you kiss all your buddies?”
My tone came off much harsher than intended.
Stavros flinched. “Is that what this is about? Did I overstep? I—”
“No,” I interrupted. “You did nothing wrong. I wanted you to. It’s just....”
He stepped closer and rested a hand brazenly on my knee. The part of me that wasn’t Zosia reveled in his touch. His fingers were so warm and strong, and I longed to feel the heat of his skin next to mine.
Memories—my memories—of my first time with Ewan flashed through my mind. My head spun with jumbled images of many lifetimes. I squeezed my eyes closed and willed the universe to stop moving.
“Zos?” Stavros’ voice was full of concern. “What’s wrong?”
Good. Fucking. Question, I thought. It seemed to come from my current incarnation more than Zosia.
“Should I fetch a healer?” Stavros asked.
“No,” I snapped.
Breathe. Just breathe.
In a calmer tone, I added, “I’m fine.” The whirling inside my head stopped, and I forced my eyelids open. “It passed.”
He didn’t look convinced. Stavros leaned forward and cupped my face in his hands, staring straight into my eyes as though searching for my reincarnating soul. I couldn’t have looked away if I’d wanted to. Gold threaded his brown irises even as a fae, and I would’ve given anything to lose myself in their depths for eternity.
His thumb brushed over my bottom lip. My insides quivered, desire emboldening me to move my knees and tug him closer.
“Tell me why you’ve been avoiding me,” he whispered, tracing the lines of my face as though committing them to memory.
I nipped at his finger, and his gaze darkened. “This is a bad idea. We are a bad idea,” I said, my weak argument convincing no one, including myself.
“Says who?” he teased.
Every rational fiber of my being urged me to push him away before this encounter went any farther. And yet, I didn’t. I wanted him. It was that simple. As a twin, I’d shared so much my entire life. The stolen moments with Stavros over the last few weeks had been mine alone, and I craved more.
His lips hovered just above mine, tempting me to make the first move. I did, crushing my mouth to his. He wound his fingers in my hair and responded hungrily. My legs circled his waist and tugged him against me.
Stavros pulled back from the kiss and stared down at me. “If we are wrong, Zosia, there is nothing right in this world.”
I swallowed over the lump in my throat, unable to formulate a response as eloquent as his declaration.
A branch snapped in the distance. He stiffened. Gaze wide and alert, he scanned the gardens. My heart pounded. The king didn’t like me spending time with his precious prince. He’d warned me to stay away. If he learned of this tryst....
When Stavros focused on me again, his eyes were crimson. I jerked back, but his fingers still threaded in my hair. He yanked hard, forcing me to meet his red gaze. His voice was icy and laced with power when he spoke.
“Wake up, Zara.”






  
  Chapter 3
Battle Born




My eyes popped open, and a scream tore at my throat. Since I was still in my wolf form, the noise I made was closer to a grunt mixed with a whine. The space was dim and bare, like the inside of a shipping container where I was the lone cargo.
Where is Winter? Find her.
I climbed to my feet and stilled, letting my shifter senses take over.
Vibrations rumbled beneath my paws—a vehicle traveling on a paved roadway.
I sniffed the air. A mixture of metal and magic, with just a hint of bleach. That couldn’t be good.
My ears picked up a range of sounds. From the rubber tires hitting the pavement to the wind whipping in a fury against the sides of the trailer. Music played near the opposite end of the rectangular space. I moved closer and concentrated.
Someone sang off-key to a song I’d never heard. I detected two heartbeats, yet the companion didn’t join in the singalong. Their magic permeated the walls, and I recognized it—the casters on the beach, one in particular.
The singing grew louder and more assaulting to my ears. I winced and clenched my jaws.
“Must you?” Webber snapped.
The music cut off abruptly, though the singer continued for a few more excruciatingly off-key beats.
“Lighten up, Webb,” a woman replied. “We got them. The hard part is over.”
By “them”, I assumed she meant Winter and me.
“I wouldn’t be so certain,” Webber grumbled.
Silence fell between them, and I wanted to shout at them to say more. How was I supposed to eavesdrop on their conversation if they weren’t having one?
“Your brother will be pleased,” the woman said at last.
“The king is never content,” Webber replied.
My mind started connecting the wayward dots that comprised my knowledge of the Gemini Realm. Here, casters ruled a kingdom. On the beach, Webber had referred to it as their dominion. Did that mean they’d claimed the world under a caster empire?
I barely understood the politics in Arcane Falls, let alone the other’s pack structures of the zodiac wolves in my world. I was so not prepared to deal with power struggles in this one. Particularly not when casters appeared to be on top of the supernatural food chain. I had met few in my life and didn’t understand them the way I did fae and shifters.
“The wolf is going to be problematic,” Webber said, drawing me out of my thoughts.
“She’ll learn her place soon enough,” the woman assured him. “I’ve wrangled worse.”
That was the second time someone had made the comment. Where did they think my “place” was, exactly? Who the fuck was this lady who “wrangled” innocent people? And where was the truck headed?
“I wouldn’t be so certain,” Webber repeated. “The wolf is like nothing we’ve seen before. Don’t underestimate her.”
Did I detect a grudging respect in his voice?
“She’s still mortal. How much trouble can she cause?” the woman asked.
I took her question as a challenge. The longer they kept me apart from Winter, the more my rage would build. Already, I swore I would make the caster eat her words.
“Besides, that spell won’t wear off for a few more hours,” she continued. “We’ll have her collared in a cell by the time she wakes.”
Collared? Like a fucking dog? Good luck, asshole.
I needed to get out of the metal box before we arrived at our final destination.
What about Winter?
I had to find her. There was no way in hell I would leave her behind at the mercy of these new-world wildcards. Especially not with her magical tank running on fumes. Escape wasn’t an option. Yet.
I started pacing, my paws striding back and forth over the hollow metal floor as I replayed the overhead conversation. The casters expected me to be unconscious when they opened the back doors of the container. That gave me the advantage of surprise. Not that I knew how to exploit it.
Presumably Winter was in another vehicle nearby, but I didn’t know whether we were bound for the same prison. If so, there was a slim chance we might fight our way out. But only if she also woke from her magic-induced slumber early.
Why had I woken?
The answer popped into my head, and I felt sick to my stomach. Those crimson eyes staring out at me from Stavros’ face. They belonged to Ewan—my Ewan. It was hard to explain, and I understood he and Stavros were the same person... but they also weren’t.
Ewan had lived many lives since his first, where he was the spoiled Prince Stavros. Just as I’d walked the earth in many cycles since my days as the naïve Zosia.
We had both evolved and matured over time. At least, that’s what I had to tell myself; that we could choose our own stories now. Whether or not we had truly grown into better people, I knew the difference between Stavros and Ewan. The voice, the eyes—they both belonged to Ewan.
Which was impossible.
Then I remembered all the impossible things that had recently proved possible. Ewan reaching me in my dreams of our first life... not that hard to accept. Maybe in this conveniently named Cursed Realm, the visions worked differently than in my world. Or maybe I was simply grasping at straws that didn’t exist.
I missed Ewan with a gut-wrenching ache. My soul wailed to be beside him as he transitioned, to save him from the overwhelming darkness of Mat and Enzo. But the possibility of a cure had spurred me on, made me willing to flee with Winter into what was proving to be a death sentence.
The vehicle came to an abrupt halt, causing my paws to slide on the smooth surface. Fuck. The time for plotting was over, and I’d wasted it wondering whether my undead boyfriend spoke to me in a dream of a memory that happened thousands of years ago.
Way to go, Zara.
I crouched in the corner away from the truck cab and listened. Doors slammed open and closed. People shouted to one another, Webber’s unmistakable voice ringing out above the others.
“Take the fae to the North Wing and get her settled,” he ordered.
Not good, I thought.
They planned to separate us. I couldn’t allow that. Together we stood a chance of escaping this Gaia forsaken nightmare of a world. Apart, well, I didn’t love the odds.
I shifted so my hands were free to test the interior locking mechanism. Apparently, the casters were so confident in their sleeping spell they hadn’t bothered to lock me in from the outside. My window of opportunity was fleeting, and I had no plan beyond flinging the back open and attacking everyone standing between Winter and me.
“Careful with her,” Webber shouted, his voice closer than before.
Now or never, I thought. I slid the bolt and shoved the doors outward.
Webber’s head whipped around at the screeching sound of metal against metal. “What the—?”
I leapt, letting my wolf emerge mid-air, so I hit Webber with my front paws. He toppled backward, surprise rendering him temporarily helpless. Sadly, the moment passed too fast. His hand flew out, directly into my diaphragm. Magic shot through me like knives, leaving invisible slices in my lungs.
Unable to breathe properly, panic set in. My vision went fuzzy. More power slammed against me, then a fireball singed the fur on my left shoulder. I jerked, digging my claws into Webber’s chest.
My head swung from side to side, searching in vain for Winter. I felt her close by, but the sensation was faint.
Webber grabbed hold of the back of my neck and twisted a handful of skin until I almost winced. “Want to know what we do to disobedient dogs in our world?” he spat.
Pain engulfed me in a fiery inferno. My blood boiled and my bones turned to mush. Webber was no longer pumping me full of his magic. He’d switched to stealing mine.
On instinct, I shifted. I was deadlier as a wolf, capable of defending myself and far more powerful. That strength retreated in human form.
Clearly, Webber had not expected this. I used his brief instant of surprise to cock my fist and land a perfect jab to his left eye, followed by an uppercut before he shoved me off him. I rolled to my feet. The other casters had formed a ring around us. A woman stepped forward as Webber stood.
“Shift. Now,” she commanded.
I recognized her voice from the conversation I overheard on the drive. She was tall and lean, with sharp features and terrifyingly pale eyes. Webber patted the claw marks I’d left on his chest, smearing blood on his hands.
“You will lose your claws for that,” the woman said.
My stomach clenched, but I forced a smile. “I wouldn’t be so certain,” I replied, using Webber’s phrasing from earlier.
She blinked but recovered quickly. Her gaze hardened. “I order you to shift. Now.”
I stared at her for a long minute and then gave a short bark of laughter. “Are you trying to impose your will on me?”
The woman exchanged glances with Webber, who stood beside her, gingerly fingering his rapidly swelling face. It was a minor victory, but still a win.
“Shift,” she hissed, actual flames sparking in her pale eyes.
“You can’t command me.” I laughed again to annoy her further. “You aren’t an alpha, and you’re certainly not my alpha.”
Her expression twisted in confusion.
“I told you,” Webber muttered. In a louder, bored voice, he added, “Take her as she is. We’ll sort it out later.”
My muscles tensed. This was the moment to shift, and my wolf longed to tear the casters apart. But the fact they wanted me in my animal form kept me human. I needed to assess threats and desires before I sprang into rash decisions.
No one advanced toward me, nor did they use their magic. Only Webber and his wrangler friend looked directly at me. The other onlookers averted their gazes.
I wrinkled my nose. “Your world is very prudish,” I told him.
He sighed. “They don’t spend a lot of time with shifters.” His gaze never strayed from my face as he raised his hand.
Glowing orange cuffs appeared around my wrists. Webber shrugged out of his torn and bloody cloak and draped it on my shoulders.
“I want to see Winter,” I said.
“The palace doesn’t allow your kind inside,” he replied in a flat tone. “You’ll go with Opal. To a den.”
“I thought we agreed—”
Webber silenced the woman with a sharp glance over his shoulder. “I’ve changed my mind. Take her to the Royal Street Den.”
“She needs to pay for attacking you,” Opal insisted.
A smile spread across his face as he turned back to me and patted his chest. The gashes had healed, and the bruise around his eye had retreated. The asshole had used my shifter magic to repair his injuries.
“She will,” he said in a soft voice meant mostly for me. “With something much more valuable to her than her claws.” His grin widened. “Let’s see if we can’t take a chunk out of her awful pride.”






  
  Chapter 4
Cursed in a Cursed Land



I went with the casters. They vastly outnumbered me, and I refused to shift and give Opal exactly what she wanted. So, yeah... I caved.
Opal and Webber escorted me to a waiting horse-drawn carriage. The remaining guards fell in line behind us, but she was the only one who followed when I climbed inside. She paused in the doorway and turned to face Webber.
After a long pause, Opal bowed her head to Webber. “Thank you for giving me this opportunity, Your Highness.”
I was so out of my depth. This world was too weird for me. They had vehicles that wouldn’t be out of place in my realm, yet they chose horses and buggies for some unfathomable reason. It made no sense to me.
The interior was sparse and small, with two leather benches that faced each another and gold curtains edged in black covering the windows. I nudged the fabric apart, which was tricky with my hands bound. There were three more carriages nearby, all noticeably larger than this one. I inhaled deeply, trying to scent Winter’s magic. Nothing. That wasn’t a good sign.
How much power did they take from her? I wondered.
Webber had pulled enough from me I noticed the effects, but I could still function. Winter had looked like the ghosts she befriended last time I saw her. Without her magic, our mental communication would be impossible. 
Shit.
“The king has forbidden the use of mechanical vehicles inside the city,” Opal said as she sat opposite me. “He prefers tradition.”
I adjusted the cape with my cuffed hands to cover my lady parts. Nudity didn’t bother me, and my new gal pal was one of the few casters who hadn’t looked away when I shifted into my human form. Still, it seemed like the right thing to do.
Webber closed the door and called to the driver that we were ready. The carriage jerked forward. Opal scrutinized me with her pale eyes, seemingly unimpressed with what she saw.
“You were special in your realm,” she said.
It wasn’t a question, so I did not answer.
The cuffs heated. They didn’t burn my wrists, but they irritated the skin. I clutched my hands in my lap and returned Opal’s intense stare. I had no interest in a conversation unless it involved Winter.
“The Royal Street Den will rid you of that delusion,” she continued.
I desperately wanted to ask what the hell that was—just the name gave me chills. But Opal clearly hope I would, so she could tell me all the horrible punishments in store for me. I refused to take the bait.
“I have never failed to break a shifter. You won’t be my first.”
The cuffs’ temperature spiked. I gritted my teeth against the pain. Opal’s lips parted into a smug, satisfied smile. She leaned back against the leather seat cushion and studied me.
“Not feeling chatty?” She shrugged. “Probably for the best. I imagine your mouth often gets you in trouble.”
She wasn’t wrong, and that nearly made me shrink into myself. Instead, I sat up straighter, and asked myself one question: what would Zach do in this situation? Thoughts of my twin stung. Since leaving Arcane Falls, I’d shoved the memories from that part of my life in a mental box. They were too hard for me to handle, particularly when I needed to focus on the dreams and all the eternal revelations.
My brother always stood tall in the face of adversity. He knew his place and had a subtle way of reminding everyone else of it—he would be the Gemini alpha someday.
I’d thought I understood my purpose in our world. I was currency, meant to marry to form an alliance with a faction as strong as ours. The job was straightforward, yet I had screwed everything up. But I was still an alpha’s daughter, and that alone commanded respect. This realm might disagree. That was fine. One day, I would show them their mistake.
I was who I was, and nothing would change that fact.
I matched her stare and spoke in a clipped tone when I finally engaged with Opal. “Where is Winter? That is all I care to discuss. Is she in another carriage? Why are they taking her to the palace?”
“You don’t need to worry about Nicasia.” Blue light flashed in Opal’s irises, her satisfied smile returning. “The king will make sure she is safe and healthy.”
My molars ground together. “What does he want with her?”
Opal sighed loudly. “That is confidential.”
The staggering weight of more dread settled on my shoulder. This was not awesome. For anyone. Did their king intend to take Winter as his wife? There just weren’t too many other reasons to kidnap us. I didn’t understand why they me, though, if they only really wanted her.
The carriage rolled steadily along, and I focused on the rhythmic sound of the horses’ hooves to calm down. I needed to chill out, or I might go ballistic on Opal.
I had sworn to protect Nicasia with my life. Well, Zosia had. In this realm, our bond had finally developed. My innate need to keep her safe overshadowed my other concerns. I quelled the uncertainty roiling in my gut.
Don’t show weakness, I lectured myself.
“Then I suppose we have nothing to discuss,” I said, a hard edge to my tone.
Her gaze raked me from head to toe. “Perhaps not.”
Silence hung in the air between us, the tension in the carriage thick enough to choke on. We continued to stare at each other. At one point, her magic washed over me. I wasn’t sure what she intended with the spell, but the results made her purse her lips.
When she tried to impose her will on me again, I laughed.
“Clearly you know nothing about me or our realm.” 
Opal inhaled through her nose sharply. “I could say the same to you.”
I leaned forward just a little. “Your wrangler tricks won’t work on me. Even my father’s commands no longer affect me.”
The carriage pulled to a stop. My body tensed as the horses neighed and pawed at the ground outside. I steeled myself for whatever came next. Nothing mattered except finding Winter. If I had to endure some shit to make that happen, so be it.
Opal raised her hand and flung it in my direction. A tether wrapped around the chain between the cuffs. She stood and jerked the rope. The heated metal cooled, though the skin on my wrists remained red and sensitive.
With a dramatic sigh, I got to my feet. Someone opened the carriage door from the outside, dressed in purple and silver livery. Gaia, I hadn't just landed in a different realm, but another time entirely.
“Hello, Jayce,” Opal said to the man as she led me down the steps.
He kept his eyes downcast. “Lady Opal, it is nice to see you, as always.”
She jerked her head in my direction. “I have one for you. She’ll need to go in D-Ward for now.”
He nodded again. “As you wish, ma’am.”
Opal removed my restraints with a wave of her hand. “If you attempt to run, you won’t get far. Shifters and fae can’t leave the kingdom once inside—the wards
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