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Chapter One

 


August 1, 2019

 “T.J.?”

Spluttering as she emerged from the
gateway’s waterfall into the hot-spiced air of the Other Realm,
T.J. pushed the tangle of soggy red hair out of her face and tried
to locate the owner of the urgent voice.

Her gaze connected with two powerfully
muscled backs, the realm beyond eclipsed by twin torsos decorated
with swirling patterns of green and brown paint. Both men had blond
hair, and each carried a huge sword strapped diagonally from
shoulder to hip. Their feet were bare upon the boulders they were
perched upon, but they wore trousers of deep green that ended
mid-calf.

In contrast, she was completely naked. T.J.
wrapped a protective arm over her breasts. Was one of these men to
be her husband?

“Gavan?”

The man on the right canted his fair head.
She caught a flash of blue eyes and an angular, handsome face
beneath the paint. He grunted, the sound one of confirmation, and
then the muscles of his shoulders stretched and she realized he
held a bow. The string strained, then he released an arrow. Within
seconds he had another notched.

Her gaze leaped past Gavan’s impressive back
to land on a litter of writhing bodies on the bank of the gateway’s
pool, and suddenly the sounds of battle permeated the pounding
water at her rear: a cacophony of clashing swords and forceful
shouts.

Next to reach her was the scent of
blood.

When an arrow whizzed past her face to
clatter against stone, she understood the urgency of Gavan’s
greeting. Exposed on the rocks, they were sitting ducks.

Automatically, T.J. reached for her service
weapon, but her fingers came up empty. Her Army-issue Glock 17,
along with all her possessions, had remained in the human world
she’d just left for the jungle of the Other Realm—and the war she was to be thrust into through a
baptism of fire.

Another arrowhead connected with rock.

She needed a weapon. Hell, she needed
weapons, plural.

“T.J., ready?” Gavan shouted above the din
of water and war as he released another arrow.

She only vaguely registered the fall of the
soldier across the pool as she reached for the belt circling
Gavan’s waist and helped herself to two of the several daggers
attached there. If Gavan was surprised by her choice to arm
herself, he gave no sign.

She eyed the pool below and the battle on
the bank. The only way out was through.

“Let’s go!”

As though he’d been waiting for her signal,
Gavan’s companion began to fire arrows rapidly, providing cover as
she and Gavan ran to the edge of the boulders and jumped. They hit
the pool together. Braced for the deep, icy water she’d passed
through on the human side of the gateway in Wales, her teeth jarred
when her feet connected with the bottom of a pool far shallower
than she’d anticipated. Refusing to falter, she ran for the bank,
slogging through the drag of water around her thighs.

When they reached dry land, Gavan swapped
his bow for the sword strapped across his back.

“That way!” He pointed through the swarm of
grappling bodies toward a deep groove in the mountainside, and she
spotted a narrow passageway that must lead to the jungle above.
High on the rocks, a woman fired arrow after arrow in a smooth
motion that spoke of practice and skill. She had striking red hair,
like her own.

“Seren Daire.” She recognized the
Resistance’s Oracle instantly. It had been years since they’d met
on the human side of the gateway, but the Caretaker’s paintings of
her hung within the hall she’d called home until a few moments
ago.

She eyed the fight that lay between them, a
seething mass of Resistance warriors and men she knew to be Griffin
Fionn’s soldiers, the enemy easily identifiable because of their
unpainted skin. The soldiers were all male, all huge, and they were
all well-armed. In contrast, she was five-foot-two, naked, and had
only a couple of daggers to defend herself.

T.J. grinned wickedly. She’d always enjoyed
a challenge.

“Let’s—”

But Gavan’s deafening shout drowned out her
words.

Instantly, the Resistance picked up his
signal. The sound of their answering war cry bounced off the
terra-cotta cliffs. The warriors shifted as though newly energized,
forcing Griffin’s soldiers back. With faces eerily blank of
emotion, the soldiers fought back, but their actions appeared
almost automated, as though a higher power pulled their
strings.

An agonized cry had T.J.’s gaze jerking to
the side in time to see a crimson spray erupt from a warrior’s
thigh. But rather than retreat, the man renewed his efforts,
working, not to defend himself, but to push the enemy
back—and the truth hit T.J. like a
lightning bolt. These warriors had risked their lives so she could
pass through the gateway and join the Resistance, allowing the
woman identical to her to take her place in the human world. But
rather than flee now she’d made the Exchange, the Resistance were
clearing a path to the passageway so she could escape.

Given the gifts her marriage to her ordained
mate might bring, gifts that could turn the tide in the war, they
were placing her survival above their own.

Her jaw set. She wouldn’t let their
sacrifice be in vain. The sooner she was out of harm’s way, the
sooner the Resistance would be free to follow.

Tightening her grip on her borrowed daggers,
she sprinted for the passageway, and with another roar, Gavan
followed on her heels. Ignoring her nudity, she streaked through
the wall of bodies, weaving around blades and stretching arms, her
heart thumping as every soldier seemed to fight that bit harder to
reach her.

When a huge bare-chested brute broke free to
block her path, T.J. skidded to a halt and raised her dagger. She
braced for attack, but the man’s features suddenly slackened. Blood
erupting from between his lips, he sank to his knees and fell
forward to reveal twin arrows protruding from his back.

T.J.’s gaze shot to where she’d last seen
Seren only to find fresh air. She quickly scanned the rocks and
located her several meters lower than before, her new position, and
her empty bow making it clear she’d fired the killing shots. But to
clear their way, the Oracle had left herself exposed. Beneath her
feet, two soldiers were swiftly scaling the rock face, and as
focused as Seren was on their escape, she clearly hadn’t seen
them.

The Resistance might be determined to save
T.J., but the Oracle’s life was far more precious.

T.J. flipped the dagger in her right hand so
she held the blade’s tip and took aim.

“What…?” Gavan asked from beside her, his
body tense, his sword before him, but then he must have seen the
danger Seren was in because he shouted a warning.

Seren’s name still hung in the air when T.J.
sent the dagger spinning to lodge in the back of the soldier
closest to Seren. The man jerked, then fell in an inelegant
thrashing of limbs gaining Seren’s attention. She looked down, a
look of shock crossing her face, and then she reached for an arrow,
her hand fumbling in her urgency as the second soldier stretched
out his arm toward her.

T.J. didn’t hesitate. She sent the second
dagger after the first, and without pausing to watch the soldier
fall, she grabbed two more knives from Gavan’s belt.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

Gavan’s teeth flashed white within his
painted face, his impressed look more than satisfying. They
sprinted for the passageway and powered up the steep path as the
Resistance closed ranks behind them, preventing the enemy from
giving chase.

Her muscles burning with familiar exertion,
T.J. didn’t slow as the path began to widen, then flatten out, and
they emerged into a clearing at full tilt, racing for the promised
safety of the jungle that lay only a dozen meters ahead.

Forcing her legs to go faster, faster, T.J.
caught a flash of green from the corner of her eye. A moment later,
Seren was beside them, her red hair streaming behind her.

“You have my thanks,” Seren said between
jarring breaths. Eyes the color of jade met T.J.’s from within a
face streaked with three slashes of green war paint.

T.J. shot her a grin. “No problem.” An odd
bubble of laughter welled within her chest. Their situation was
absurd. Naked, she was running for her life between the
Resistance’s spiritual leader whom she’d just saved and her
arranged husband, and she’d left a comfortable life at a British
stately home to do it.

“Welcome to the Other Realm,” Seren said,
her own laugh tight and humorless.

T.J. grunted. As welcomes went, it was
certainly one she wouldn’t forget.

Reaching the jungle, they barely slowed as
they plunged between the trees. When Gavan abruptly veered to the
right, she followed. She almost missed the horses resting within
the shadows until they were almost on top of them. Gavan ran to the
largest horse and took something from the pouch on its back. He
tossed it to her.

“Here.”

T.J. caught the wad of material and let it
unfurl in her hands. Realizing it was a short dress, she juggled
her daggers and swiftly pulled it over her head as Seren looped her
bow around her shoulders and vaulted onto a horse.

“Can you ride?” Gavan asked hurriedly as he
secured his sword in the sheath across his back.

“Of course.” Careful to keep her daggers
away from the horse’s flesh, she climbed swiftly up and gripped the
bareback with her thighs. She glanced the way they’d come, in the
direction of the warriors who were buying them time to escape. “The
rest?”

Gavan quickly mounted as Seren kicked her
heels and sent her horse racing into the jungle.

“They’ll follow once we’re away.” Gavan’s
huge horse pawed the ground impatiently. “Let’s go.”

Fisting her horse’s mane, she followed Gavan
into the jungle, whispering a prayer for those left behind.


Chapter Two



 T.J. swiped at
the strand of hair stubbornly sticking to her cheek and pushed it
back to rejoin the sticky weight of its companions. Every mile
their trio had placed between them and the gateway was a relief,
but even for a seasoned member of the British Army, spending almost
twenty-four hours on horseback in tropical heat was a test of
endurance.

Arching her back, she wiggled her shoulders
in an effort to create a blessed inch between her neck and her long
hair, then grimaced when her green dress stuck unpleasantly to her
body instead. Despite the setting sun, the vegetation surrounding
them created a sweltering blanket of humidity that prevented the
merest shift of air.

She lifted her hand to fan herself, but when
the movement proved futile, she pinched the front of her dress,
pulling the fabric away from her skin a little, then wafted the
material, trying to gain some relief.

Preoccupied as she was, it took a moment
before she registered the now familiar weight of Gavan’s gaze upon
her. Impatience pricking, she looked his way and lifted a brow in
challenge when she found him watching her—again.

“You’re hot.”

“Yes, I’m hot,” she said defensively,
deciding that if he thought it safe to talk then so would she. “I’m
from the UK, a land of gray clouds and sporadic sunshine. I may
have served in Iraq, but drizzle is in my marrow.”

When he didn’t say anything more, she opened
her mouth to demand he tell her why he kept staring at her. She
swallowed her words when his blue gaze dropped to her mouth, a look
of such intensity coloring his eyes that her stomach gave an
unexpected flip.

Annoyed, unsettled, aroused, she was
suddenly incredibly aware of his muscled body. This man, this
handsome painted stranger, was to be her husband, and the fact
she’d agreed to this arranged marriage made her insides
squeeze.

After a long moment, he inhaled deeply as
though he too were thinking of their promise to marry, then he
returned his gaze to hers.

When the moment stretched, she looked away.
Catching sight of low-hanging berries, she grasped the distraction.
Snagging a bunch, she showed them to Gavan.

“Those berries are edible,” he said.
Reaching out, he took a handful of leaves from the same tree and
passed them to her. “The leaves can be chewed as well. They release
a liquid that will quench your thirst when there is no water to
hand.”

T.J. examined the leaves Gavan had given
her, committing the size and shape to memory. Many of the creatures
she’d seen so far were familiar, thanks to trips to Chester Zoo or
BBC nature documentaries. But while she recognized a few species of
plants and trees from the tropical plant section of the local
garden center, most were alien.

She put a leaf into her mouth and chewed
experimentally. “It’s sweet,” she said around her mouthful.

“The pulp is a good source of energy.” His
gaze settled upon her face again in that intensely watchful way of
his, and she resisted the urge to fidget.

When the silence stretched, she widened her
eyes at him.

His lips twitched. “You used Affinity during
the battle, yet you are from the human world.”

Was that what had him staring, her ability
to connect to Mother Nature as his people did? She did her best to
ignore the bubble of disappointment this possibility elicited.

“I’m mostly human. One of my ancestors came
from this realm during the first Exchange six centuries ago. I have
inherited her ability to connect to Affinity.”

He seemed to digest that, then said, “That
ancestor is very distant, yet your link is strong.”

She frowned. “Is that significant?”

He shrugged, the movement emphasizing the
width of his shoulders. T.J. forced herself to keep her gaze upon
his face.

“Not necessarily,” he said, seeming unaware
of the effect he had on her. “But our ability to connect with the
essence of life is not gifted equally from person to person. The
strength of our link is partly inherited, but we also study to
develop that link during our lifetime. You are mostly human, yet I
could sense your Affinity as we fought. It was…” His blue gaze
heated. “Potent,” he said, his voice deeper than before.

T.J. glanced swiftly at where Seren rode
only a few meters ahead. No doubt she could hear them.

“I—” Was he saying
he found her Affinity arousing? She cleared her throat and searched
for a sensible way to answer. “I studied with Megan L’ Seer. When
she joined the Guardians’ Trust, she not only made an honest man of
my brother, but she helped me prepare for my Exchange. She taught
me a lot about how you use Affinity to fight, and to navigate.”

“You learned well.”

She flexed her bare toes where they rested
against the horse’s flanks. Her soles were uninjured thanks to
Megan’s lessons.

“Thank you.”

Their gazes met again and held, and the air
seemed to stretch and grow taught.

“Gavan, I—”

The sound of a snapping branch close by had
her whipping her head toward it.

“Easy,” Gavan said as an ash-blonde woman in
her late twenties emerged from the jungle on horseback. “Our
warriors have caught up with us.”

As if to prove the fact, the blond man who’d
stood with Gavan at the gateway appeared, and there were half a
dozen more warriors at his back. They fell into line behind them,
while the woman brought her horse alongside T.J.’s. The air of
control and confidence the woman exuded reminded T.J. of her
commanding officer back home.

Tall and sinew slender, the woman’s skin was
streaked with camouflage paint, and she had gray eyes that sparkled
with intelligence. Her body was clothed in the deep shade of green
all the warriors wore, but while she was attired in similar cropped
trousers to the men, she also wore a top formed from a winding
strip of green material. Her long hair was tied back in a
no-nonsense braid.

The woman lifted a pale brow in her
direction, perhaps because of her scrutiny.

“Given the way you threw those daggers, I
know it’s not the fact I’m a female warrior that has you staring,”
she said, and her tone seemed designed to sting.

“Elain, play nicely,” Gavan said warningly.
“T.J., this is my cousin, Elain L’ anna. Elain, T.J.”

When Elain returned Gavan’s look coolly,
T.J. smiled. She recognized a tough nut when she saw one. She
respected tough nuts.

“It’s good to meet you, Elain, and no, the
fact you’re a female isn’t why I was staring. I was wondering if
you had a spare hair tie amongst your collection of knives and
arrows.”

“A hair tie?” Elain looked at her
blankly.

T.J. pointed to the heavy stickiness of her
long, red hair.

“Oh, I see.” Elain yanked a thin piece of
vine from a tree they were passing and handed it to her. “This will
work until we stop.”

T.J. examined the vine, pleased. “Thanks. I
guess Mother Nature really does provide.”

“The Mother does,” Elain said seriously, and
she shifted her gaze to where Seren rode at the head of their
slowly swelling caravan. “The Oracle had a close call.”

Gavan grimaced. “Too close. Seren will never
admit it, but she’ll be upset that she didn’t get to cross the
gateway and talk to the Caretaker.”

Elain snorted, the sound conveying a wealth
of disbelief. “Upset? She’ll be furious.” Her gaze returned to T.J.
“Do you have information from the Caretaker you’ll be able to share
with Seren and the council?”

“I have news about the Doubles who’ve
crossed before me and their children. I’m sure their families will
be glad to know they are happy.”

Elain shook her head. “No. I mean, do you
have any news about how Griffin Fionn is managing to bring humans
from your realm into this one?”

T.J. shook her head. “No, I’m sorry, I
don’t. The Guardians’ Trust have been searching for
clues—CCTV, police reports, social
media—but we’ve come up with nothing
concrete. The mystery gateway Griffin is using to traffic women
into slavery in this realm could literally be anywhere.”

Beneath the paint, Elain’s expression
fell.

They rode on without talking for a few
minutes, the silence and humidity oppressive, before Gavan asked,
“How many?”

For a moment, T.J. thought he was asking her
to estimate the number of human women who’d been abducted, but
Elain answered him.

“At least seven, but we won’t know for sure
until we reach the Retreat and can take a full count of those who
have returned.”

Seven?

The penny dropped. Deaths. Gavan was asking
how many warriors they’d lost at the gateway.

T.J. looked sharply ahead, telling herself
firmly that they hadn’t died for her, that they’d died for a cause.
To free their realm from Griffin’s tyranny.

It didn’t make her feel any better.

They rode in silence again, each passing
mile seeing the addition of more warriors to their group, but
eventually Seren signaled, and they came to a halt.

“If Seren believes it’s safe, we’ll stop for
the night,” Gavan said as warriors slipped from their horses, their
movements organized and appearing well rehearsed.

He dismounted, and T.J. followed suit,
wincing as she arched her back to get the kinks out of her
spine.

“Here.” Gavan unfastened the belt he wore
which still held several daggers and looped it around her waist. He
secured it on the smallest notch. It was a little big, but it was
tight enough that it wouldn’t slide over her hips.

Retrieving her borrowed daggers from the
pouch her horse carried, she secured them in the half-filled belt.
“Thanks.”

He shrugged, and she wasn’t ignorant of the
fact the gesture flexed the muscles of his painted chest.

“You’re better with knives than me anyway.”
His teeth flashed, and she liked the way he was quick to
smile—and the way he had no problem
acknowledging her skill.

As those around them took the opportunity to
eat, stretch, and see to their horses, she took a moment to get her
first good look at her future husband. Half concealed behind the
paint, his features were angular and appealing. His age was
difficult to judge with any certainty, but he looked to be a
similar age to herself, perhaps somewhere in his mid-twenties. His
eyes were intensely blue. His hair was cropped shorter than most of
the male warriors they were traveling with and was a thick sandy
blond. While she was petite, a little shorter than the average
woman, and sinew slender from her years in the Army, she judged him
to be a little over six feet with the width to match.

When he readjusted the strap across his
chest, she followed his hands as they smoothed the edge of the
leather where it met taut muscles. The camouflage paint he wore hid
the tone of his skin but it did nothing to hide the fact he was
built like one of the burly chested Scots she’d seen on the cover
of her mother’s historical romance novels.

He took a step closer, and her heart tripped
unevenly when he shifted so his big body was within an inch of
hers. She tilted her head back to look up at him, and when he
leaned in, she held her breath, her stomach tightening as she
focused on his lips.

She deflated when he reached past her.

Giving every appearance of being ignorant of
the fact that for a moment she’d thought he might kiss her, he
showed her the pot he’d removed from her horse’s pouch.

“Here.” He removed the lid and dipped his
fingertips into the jar. “Give me your arm.”

A little embarrassed, T.J. glanced around,
relieved to find that the other warriors weren’t openly watching
them. She hesitated for a moment but then extended her arm and let
him smooth swirling patterns of green onto her skin. He covered one
arm, then began on the second, starting at her hand and working
upward.

When he reached her shoulder, he stopped and
his gaze lifted to hers. “May I?”

She nodded, and his gaze dropped back to the
pattern he was creating. He smoothed paint over the skin of her
clavicle, then moved to her throat. She tilted her head back,
watching him through her lowered lashes as his fingers slowed,
their movements feeling more deliberate, his touch measured as he
created swirls.

His gaze returned to hers as he moved his
fingertips to the skin revealed above the neckline of the dress
he’d given her.

“Almost done,” he said, and his voice was
lower than before.

“Okay.” She suppressed a shudder as his
fingers swirled over her chest.

Eventually, his hand stilled, but his
fingertips remained upon her skin as though he were reluctant for
them to part.

“Do you want me to do your face?” he asked,
and he sounded a little winded.

“Yes.” She contained her smile, pleased by
the evidence he, too, was affected.

His fingers lingered for a moment, but then
he gently took hold of her chin and tilted her face up to his, the
action making her feel small and almost delicate. She watched him
closely as he smoothed her cheeks, her forehead, then her nose and
chin. Again, when he’d finished, he didn’t immediately remove his
hands.

“All done,” he said after a moment, and he
shifted his thumb so it rested just below her lower lip.

She drew in an unsteady breath. “Thank
you.”

Again, the pause, but then he lowered his
hands and she was surprised at the sense of loss she experienced
when he stepped back.

“You’ll be safer now,” he said a little
gruffly, and he pressed the pot into her hands. “I imagine you’d
prefer to do your legs yourself.”

She almost told him that she wouldn’t mind
if he did them for her, but given the fact they weren’t alone, it
probably wasn’t wise.

“Thank you,” she said instead.

“You already did.” His grin flashed. “Thank
me, I mean.”

She only just stopped herself from rolling
her eyes when her heart tripped in response to that smile. She’d
never been flustered by a man before in her life.

“Gavan?” A masculine voice interrupted them,
and the blond man from the gateway made his way over to them.
“Seren feels confident that Griffin’s
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