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Chapter One

 


Chester Zoo, Chester,
England. 29th
April, 2018

Making their way through the wide
gates of Chester Zoo, Maddox and Pryce presented their platinum
lifetime membership cards and took the route past the elephants,
over the bridge, and toward the butterfly house. Following the path
to the left, they both soon spotted a familiar face.

“George?” Maddox greeted
the keeper, offering his hand.

“Maddox. Pryce.” George
shook both men’s hands. “What brings you both here? Is the
Guardians’ Trust making another donation?”

Maddox smiled, the skin around his
blue eyes crinkling, his thirty-something face warm with greeting.
Like the Guardians’ Trust he had formed to protect their land as
society changed around him, Chester Zoo combined family fun with
conservation. Maddox still fondly remembered the friendship he’d
struck up with the founder decades past. George Mottershead may
have been human, but he had shared a similar calling to Maddox’s
and had answered it despite adversity. It was a trait and a vision
Maddox admired.

“Not today.” Maddox
laughed easily. He gestured to Pryce. “We’re here on a social
visit. Pryce is looking up a friend. Siana?” he fished. “Is she in
the butterfly house?” As he’d hoped, George’s face lit up with
recognition.

“You mean Ana? No, she’s
still got her hands full this morning.” George’s eyes shone with
good humor. “For a woman who has such a passion for big cats,” he
said, referring to the zoo’s lions, tigers, and jaguars, “Ana sure
loves those little butterflies.”

Pryce and Maddox joined in the man’s
laughter as they filed the woman’s preferred name away—they were
looking for Ana then, not Siana.

“So, she’s visiting the
lions?” Pryce asked.

George’s frown was barely there before
his easy smile returned. “Dr. Jones is helping to settle the tigers
into their new enclosure. You’ve been to the Islands?”

“I came to the opening
day,” Maddox assured him, “to see how the Trust’s donation was
spent. We know the way.” With another handshake, Maddox and Pryce
left George to his work and made a right to take them to the other
side of the zoo and to the newly constructed Islands.

“Dr. Jones?” Pryce asked.
“Vet?”

“Or Ph.D.,” Maddox said.
“Working at a zoo, either is likely.”

Tall, both men made short work of the
walk and soon reached the new tigers’ enclosure. Making their way
to the secured entrance used by staff only, they waited for an
opportunity. Sure enough, the door was eventually opened and a
young keeper emerged, empty meat bucket in hand.

“Oh, you startled me,”
Sophie said as she came face to face with Maddox and Pryce. Her
eyes widened as she took in the two handsome men. Her eyes widened
further when she must have realized who they both were. “Oh!” Her
gaze settled upon Pryce, her cheeks heating as she took in his
handsome face, light-brown, wavy hair, and vivid blue eyes. “You
won’t remember me, but I was one of the volunteers who helped do
the planting of the Islands. We met briefly on the open
day.”

Pryce smiled. “And an excellent job
the team did. Maddox and I were just commenting on the choice of
plants near the cassowary enclosure. Very effective.”

Sophie beamed. “I helped plant that
section.” She gestured behind her. “Are you meeting the CEO
here?”

Pryce shook his head. “Not today. Dr.
Jones?”

“Oh!” Sophie held the
staff door wide. “Go on through. Ana’s almost finished.”

“Thank you.”

Both Pryce and Maddox stepped through
the door and waited for it to close securely behind
them.

“You know, there are times
when being the figurehead of the Guardians’ Trust is very useful,”
Pryce said dryly.

Maddox snorted. “Well, as I will have
to fade away from public life for a generation or three again, it’s
useful for you to be the face of the Trust. I have found over the
centuries that not aging has the potential to cause some
comment.”

Laughing, Pryce led them down the
concrete corridor. “I can imagine.”

They sobered as they heard the distant
murmur of a feminine voice.

“You still set on the plan
from the car?” Pryce asked.

Maddox nodded. “Yes.”

They both paused when Dr. Ana Jones
came into sight. Crouching by a cage used to administer medicine
and conduct health checks, Ana was crooning softly to a pregnant
female tiger.

Ana looked up sharply when she likely
detected company. “I told Steven I didn’t want to be disturbed.
I’ll not leave her until I’m sure she’s settled.”

“Dr. Jones?” Maddox asked.
Ana was beautiful. She had an oval face, wide-spaced brown eyes,
and hair of the same deep shade.

She rose in one smoothly graceful
movement, reminding Maddox of the felines she was tending. She was
also tall.

****

Ana looked the two strangers up and
down and took note of the expensive boots and the jeans and shirts
that were definitely not zoo issue.

“Steve’s not sent you,”
she said. “Does he even know you’re here? I should warn you, he’s
nearly as protective of these tigers as I am. If you’re tourists
who thought to get up close and personal with the tigers, you
should know I have a tranquilizer gun,” she threatened, as fierce
as the beasts she cared for.

The brown-haired man smiled. “I can
assure you no one is going to be upset that we are here. But we
came to see you, Ana, not the tigers.”

Ana’s eyes narrowed. “Me? You’re in
need of a vet?”

The man with scruffy blond hair and
surfer looks leaned against the wall. “We have come to offer you an
opportunity.”

“A job?” Ana’s gaze
flittered from one man to the next and back again. “I have a
job.”

Neither man corrected her
assumption.

“Would you at least agree
to sit down and talk about it?” The surfer asked. “You can pick the
where, but we ask that the when is today. The job is
time-sensitive.”

Ana couldn’t help the spurt of
interest. Time-sensitive? Had one of her proposals for field
research finally caught the right eye? “Who are you?”

Pryce offered his hand. “I’m Pryce.
This is Maddox. We are from the Guardians’ Trust.”

Ana’s interest increased. Everyone in
Wales and the Northwest of England had heard of the Guardians’
Trust. Like the National Trust, but privately owned by a wealthy
extended family, they held a large section of woodland and
countryside, protecting it fiercely from development and ensuring
it remained unspoiled. The Trust was independently wealthy but they
carefully managed their land to host open days and corporate
activities, keeping the Trust profitable and debt-free. The
Guardians’ Trust had a reputation for being savvy in business as
well as never compromising on the conservation of their land, or
the projects they were involved with. For them, land, and not
money, came first.

It was an ideology she
admired.

“Wait. Didn’t you donate
and help make all of this possible?” Ana asked as she recalled
reading a plaque of dedication thanking the major
investors.

Maddox smiled from his position
against the wall but remained quiet.

The zoo was her employer. Ana felt
certain she would be expected to offer these gentlemen every
courtesy, even if they were trying to poach her from the zoo’s
payroll. Steve could wait.

“Look, I’ll be maybe
another thirty minutes here. Perhaps I could meet you after
that?”

Pryce nodded. “Sure. We’ll wait near
the aardvark enclosure. The coffee kiosk is open?”

“Just opened for the
spring.” That part of the zoo tended to be quite quiet. It would be
a good place to talk. “I’ll meet you there.”

Ana watched the two men turn and leave
without another word. Crouching back down, she looked the pregnant
tiger in the eyes. “What do you think, girl? Can they offer me a
job better than the one I have now caring for you? I’m not sure
that’s possible.”

But Ana knew that wasn’t quite true.
Sighing, she smoothed her long, brown hair away from her face and
tightened the hair tie at her nape. She loved being a vet, and
working at Chester Zoo was a dream come true, but she also had
another dream. A dream that had been her companion since she’d been
a small child.

She loved working with exotic species
and her heart belonged with the big cats, but she had quite
literally dreamed of visiting the jungle, working abroad in some
remote place she had so far been unable to identify. For such a
practical woman, her fixation with this dream was totally out of
character, but no matter how much joy she found in her work, she
had been unable to dislodge the notion that she was meant to go
somewhere, visit somewhere specific. Somewhere that would need her
skills.

With this in mind, Ana had applied to
several research teams as she began her Ph.D. studies. Many of
those she worked alongside had secured similar experiences, but
finding a project in the kind of environment she longed to explore
were few and far between. Working with such large predators wasn’t
an easy gig to come by.

Perhaps the Guardians’ Trust had heard
of her interest?

Excitement sparked. Perhaps they were
going to offer her the experience of a lifetime.

Forty-five minutes later, Ana passed a
mother and son delighted by an aardvark shoveling earth for
termites and took a seat at the picnic table where Maddox and Pryce
were waiting.

She sipped her Americano from her
disposable cup and eyed the two men sitting opposite. “So, what’s
the job?”

Pryce and Maddox exchanged looks
before Pryce set his half-finished cappuccino on the picnic table,
his hands cradling it absently. “We want to tell you a story,
Ana.”

“A story?”

“It will take a leap of
faith on your behalf, but I want you to promise to hear us out.
It’s important, Ana. To me, to us … to you. Can you do
that?”

The nerves she’d experienced when
Maddox and Pryce had first appeared were suddenly back. “And this
story involves me?”

Maddox sipped his tea, his blue eyes
kind as they met hers. “It does. Will you hear us out? Even if it
sounds impossible?”

“Impossible? What kind of
fairy tale are you spinning?” Ana asked, her eyes narrowing
suspiciously.

“No fairy tale,” Pryce
promised.

His eyes held hers with the same
intense conviction as Maddox’s. And they were the same shade of
cornflower blue. Family, she remembered. The Trust were all
family.

“My ancestors have lived
on Guardian land for centuries,” Pryce began. “In the 1300s, before
the Welsh rebellion, life was simple and good. My ancestors were
warriors, trusted to protect the land they had inherited and the
secrets the land held.”

“Secrets?” A history
lesson wasn’t what she’d been expecting.

“The Guardians followed
many of the old pagan ways,” he continued. “They were respectful of
the natural world that Mother Nature had entrusted to
them.”

“Beliefs the Guardians’
Trust still hold today,” Ana said.

Pryce smiled. “Correct. We protected
our land then, as we do now. Over time, the threats changed. It was
the English, then the developers, but the Guardians always
protected the land. The Guardians of the past were led by a man
called the Gatekeeper.”

“My ancestor,” Maddox said
and then cast Pryce a look. “And a distant one of his.”

“The Gatekeeper led the
Guardians for more than three hundred years until he was called
home.”

Ana’s Americano hovered halfway to her
mouth. “Wait. Did you say three hundred years?”

Maddox’s blue eyes twinkled with
mirth. “He did. But that’s not so very old.”

Ana’s brows lifted pointedly. “No one
lives that long.”

Maddox’s lips twitched. “No human
lives that long.”

Ana’s cup hit the table, its contents
sloshing onto the wood unnoticed. “Human? What, from
fourteenth-century history we’re now talking UFOs?”

Maddox laughed. “Not
extra-terrestrials, no.” His expression sobered, his belief in his
next words evident. “But Others.”

“Others?” Ana squeaked.
Glancing around, she was relieved to see the kiosk worker was still
there. A handful of tourists mulled around, too. She wasn’t
alone—her skepticism would have done Scully proud, if not Mulder.
“Look I saw the X-Files, who hasn’t? But Others? If the Trust is some sort of cult
or something, I’m really not up for recruitment.”

Pryce almost smiled. “We are largely
what we appear to be. A family who works in the Trust the
Gatekeeper’s replacement formed centuries ago to keep our land
safe.”

Ana frowned. They had both seemed so
normal, and good-looking. It was such a shame. “And these
Others?”

“I am an Other,” Maddox
said calmly. “Or rather my parents were. I was conceived in the
Other Realm and came here when still inside my mother’s
womb.”

“The gateway between the
two worlds is one of those secrets we spoke of,” Pryce
said.

Ana stared from one to the other. How
could two such respected businessmen be quietly bonkers and the
world hadn’t noticed? “Next you’ll be telling me you are three
hundred years old as well,” she scoffed.

Pryce shook his head, his lips
twitching again. “I’m thirty-one.”

“I, on the other hand,”
Maddox said, “am six hundred eighteen years old. My father’s Double
was the Gatekeeper. I was born to take his place. I am the
Caretaker of the Guardians’ Trust.”

“Six hundred eighteen?”
Ana said faintly. She really needed to make her excuses and
go.

“Given my youthful good
looks,” Maddox said and smiled roguishly, “I can see why you’d
doubt me, but every word we have said is true. We protect the land
and the secret gateway it holds.”

Ana searched for something
to say. She felt like a character in one of those novels where an
impossible secret was told and the heroine was just supposed to
swallow it. She glanced around warily. Perhaps she was being
filmed? What was that American show called? Candid Camera? Did they even still
make it?

This was ridiculous!

With deliberate care, Ana pushed her
cup away. “I’m not sure what’s going on, or if someone put you up
to this, but I think your joke is over.” She started to rise. “I
thank you for the coffee, but I have work to do.”

“Tell me,” Maddox said as
she climbed to her feet, “do you ever dream of a
jungle?”

Ana froze, one leg mid-air over the
picnic bench she’d been sitting on. “What did you say?”

“Do you ever dream of a
jungle?”

Slowly, Ana lowered herself back down
to the bench. “That’s impossible,” she said. “I never told anyone
about my dream.”

“And yet I know,” Maddox
said, his expression one of infinite patience. “The jungle in your
dreams is dense and green but not flat. It coats cliffs and
mountains of jagged peaks and deep ravines. There are terracotta
cliffs and yellow stone rises. There is a pool of turquoise water
at the base of a waterfall. I wonder, in your dreams, did you ever
see an old woman kneeling at the water’s edge washing her
clothing?”

“She wasn’t old.” The
admission puffed through her stunned lips. “She was young and
beautiful, with hair like spun sunshine.”

“Yes, that’s her.” Maddox
smiled, enigmatically.

Ana blinked. “But how can you know? I
have seen this place since I was a small girl. It is real to me, so
very real, but I have searched and searched and it does not exist.
It only lives within my mind.”

Maddox shook his head. “In my mind,
too. It is the place where I was conceived. It is my true home. The
Other Realm.”

“Then how do I know it?”
Ana asked. “If you are going to tell me I am one of these Others, I
won’t believe you. I already think you half-mad.”

“Other? No. You are as
human as they come, Dr. Siana
Jones,” Maddox said. “But you are a
Double.”

Before she could ask, Pryce told her,
“Throughout history, there have been people born on either side of
the gateway with the same face. Usually female, one is human and
one is Other. Although different people, these Doubles are
identical. At two points in history, the creator has asked them to
cross and switch places.”

“The creator? You’re
bringing God into this?” Ana asked, appalled.

“The Mother we speak of is
the ancient one. The bringer of life. Mother Nature. She created a
trinity of worlds that form a whole. Usually, these worlds coexist
separately, neatly, but there have been periods of unrest where the
Exchange of these Doubles has redressed an imbalance. The Exchange,
marriage, and mating of these Doubles has lessened growing
evil.”

“Evil?” Ana felt cold.
From vet to parrot in one bizarre conversation.

“The Gatekeeper was the
first Double to cross, my father the last,” Maddox said. “The
Gatekeeper and his Double exchanged places around 1095 after a
period of civil war in the Other Realm. All was quiet for three
hundred years and then the prophecy of the Last Child came to pass.
The Exchange was needed again. Six pairs of women were exchanged,
followed by the Gatekeeper and Cain, my father, in 1399. The Last
Child was found and returned to the Other Realm and for a long
time, there was peace. But no longer.”

“Wait,” Ana said, almost
desperately. “Are you saying it is time for this Exchange again?
That women need to swap places? That these identical Doubles, as
you called them, are wandering around doing goodness knows
what?”

“Not wandering around, no.
More like sitting, drinking Americano, and wondering if she’s lost
her mind because she’s believing an impossible story when she knows
she shouldn’t.”

Ana’s brown eyes had to be as wide as
saucers. Her gaze swept from Pryce to Maddox and back again. “In
the words of John McEnroe, ‘you cannot be serious!’”

Pryce’s lips lifted in what seemed to
be an apology. “You are a Double, Ana. Your Double is Siana of the
Other Realm. She, like you, is being told of her fate. She, like
you, needs to make a decision about whether she will complete the
Exchange. That’s why you were gifted with visions of the Other
Realm. It was Nature’s way of preparing you for this
day.”

Ana’s head sank into her hands. “This
is just so unbelievable. I’m a scientist. A vet. I like rational
order, data, and proof. I don’t believe in prophetic dreams, or
visions, or Other Realms, come to that.”

“Tell me. Did you see a
man in your visions?” Pryce asked.

Ana’s head snapped up. “A man? No. I
saw a jungle and cats: panthers, leopards, jaguars…” Her voice
faded and her eyes narrowed. “Wait. You said marriage and mating.
I’m supposed to marry someone over there? Like an arranged
marriage?”

“And your Double is to
marry me.” Pryce’s blue eyes were intent as they met hers. “As I
said, it is not just your fate we discuss.”

Ana jerked as she thought of something
else. “Hang on a second, didn’t you say there was some sort of
civil war going on there? You want me to cross and marry a stranger
and live in a war zone?”

Maddox calmly took another sip of his
tea. “I never said that accepting the fate you were born for would
be easy, Dr. Jones.”


Chapter Two

 


The Guardians’ Trust,
North Wales

Ana parked her Corsa in the hall’s
sweeping circular driveway and looked up at the huge
building.

“I must be mad,” she said
as she pulled out her phone and posted her location on
WhatsApp:
Have a date at the Guardians’ Trust. Wish me
luck!

Satisfied she’d flagged her location
to her friends—if not her true reason for being there—who would
dutifully report her missing if she failed to turn up to work the
next day, she stashed her phone in her pocket and climbed out of
the car.

“I must be mad,” she said
again as she went to knock on the front door of the Trust’s
imposing residence. Nerves wrung tight, she couldn’t prevent her
squeal of surprise as the door swung open before she
knocked.

“Mad? Well, talking to
yourself is certainly one of the signs.” A woman grinned at Ana,
her freckled nose wrinkling. “You must be Ana. I’m T.J.”

“T.J.?”

“Short for Teagan Jane,
but everyone around here, or at work, calls me T.J.”

“Work?” Ana grimaced as
she asked yet another question. She truly had become a parrot.
Fortunately, T.J. didn’t seem to mind.

“Ex-Army,” she said and
jokingly flexed her biceps. “Yep, I may be small but I’m tough. Got
to be with our legacy hanging over our heads.”

Ana blinked at the easy reference to
their shared insanity, an insanity she feared was contagious given
that she was here.

“You mean protecting your
land and the gateway…” Ana’s mouth popped open. “Oh, good heavens,
don’t try to tell me you’re three hundred years old,
too.”

T.J. laughed as she held the door wide
and gestured for Ana to enter. “Nope. I’m human. Well, mostly. My
brother Maxen and I are both descendants from Morgana L’ anna. She
was a Double from the Other Realm who came here at the last
Exchange.”

“You’re part Other? You
say that like it’s normal.” Ana looked around the huge hallway as
the door closed behind her. The floor was a beautiful Victorian
tile design, the staircase good honest oak. Large mirrors decorated
the walls, reflecting the afternoon sunshine entering through the
wide windows.

T.J. snorted.
“Nothing normal about growing up as a Guardian. I’ll give you a tour after
you’ve spoken to Maddox and Pryce again if you like, or tomorrow.
Show you where some of the battles were fought by my ancestors.
There are some inspiring stories. Pryce’s ancestor, and the head of
the Guardian council at the time, managed to fend off attacks from
the English and the Dark Realm simultaneously. Very
impressive.”

Ana’s feet faltered. “Dark
Realm?”

T.J. turned, her strawberry-blonde
hair swinging around her shoulders. “Oops. Overshot, didn’t I? You
haven’t heard about the Dark Realm yet?” She shrugged and continued
on. “Well, to be fair, the realm has been impenetrable for
centuries. It’s a cold, barren, icy land. Near impossible to live
in.” She shuddered dramatically. “Hopefully you’ll never find
yourself needing to go.”

“Hopefully,” Ana said
faintly.

“T.J.” Maddox appeared at
the head of the stairs. “I hope you aren’t filling our guest’s head
with scary stories.”

“Oh, Maddox, you know me.”
T.J. grinned. “I’m good as gold.”

Maddox scowled as he jogged down the
stairs. “That’s the problem. I do know you.”

“So stern!” T.J.’s grin
widened and she pressed a kiss to his cheek as he reached
them.

Maddox snorted but his arms wrapped
around T.J. in a firm hug. “It’s good to have you home.”

“It’s good to be home.”
T.J. glanced over her shoulder at Ana, her sapphire eyes shining.
“Besides, it looks like I came back just in time.” She looked back
at Maddox. “I can’t believe it’s finally here.”

Maddox’s blue eyes settled on where
Ana quietly watched them. “I know. It has taken several lifetimes
for this Exchange to come, but we are getting ahead of ourselves.
Ana has yet to agree to her destiny. I don’t think she knows what
to think of us. She doesn’t yet believe.”

T.J.’s head jerked back.
“But…”

“But nothing, T.J. The
choice to make the Exchange has always rested on the Doubles chosen
by Nature. All have faced this choice and all have made the
decision for themselves.”

Ana stepped forward. “And have all
agreed?”

Maddox’s eyes were penetrating as they
held hers. “They have. Four males and twelve females have been
called upon to exchange places. All agreed, but that does not mean
the decision to do so was easy. My mother came to the human world
when she loved my father desperately. When crossing, she believed
she had left him behind forever, that she would eventually be asked
to marry another here. She did not know she carried me in her womb,
or that my father would eventually cross.”

“But she went anyway, to a
world she didn’t know, leaving everything she loved
behind?”

“She did.” Maddox eyed her
thoughtfully. “And you, Ana? What would you be leaving
behind?”

“My work,” Ana said
without missing a beat. “I’d be leaving home and
friends.”

“Family?”

“No.” Ana shook her head.
“I’m an only child. My dad was never part of the picture and my mum
… well, that’s an unpleasant story. We haven’t spoken since I was
taken into care. It’s one of the reasons why my work means so much
to me.”

Maddox’s hands found his jeans’
pockets. “And you couldn’t work with animals in the Other
Realm?”

That gave Ana pause. Of course, she
could. She’d been searching for a research post, after
all.

Ana jolted. Insanity must be catching
if she was even considering…

“Look, I’m not entirely
sure why I agreed to come here. I’m not committing to this crazy
future you propose. I’m not even committing to saying that I
believe you, but there is no doubt that I have dreamed of the
jungle you described. A vision or a trick, I haven’t yet decided.
Tell me about this Other Realm you all believe in, and what life is
like there, and I promise I will listen—but no more.”

Maddox held Ana’s defiant gaze for
several beats before he slowly smiled. “Then come to the kitchen
where Pryce is waiting and I’ll make us some tea.”

“The rest of the family
aren’t joining us?” T.J. asked.

“Obviously, Marc and Owen
aren’t, but I asked for the rest to make themselves
scarce.”

Ana looked to T.J. in
query.

“There are fifteen of us
living here. As you don’t believe us yet, meeting the family in one
go would probably be a bit much. Everyone’s lovely, but you’d feel
a bit like an insect under a magnifying glass.”

Ana had no desire to feel like an
entomological oddity. “And Marc and Owen?”

“Marc is in his final year
of medical school and Owen is military like me. He’s posted in
Afghanistan at the moment.”

“Oh, you must all be
worried,” Ana said as she followed them deeper into the
house.

“Owen might not be as
tough as me, but he can take care of himself. A lot of us have
either military or martial arts training,” T.J. said. “Given our
heritage, and what we protect, it makes sense for every generation
to be ready to defend it.”

Ana silently applauded the attitude.
Growing up with the responsibility of guarding the gateway to
another realm must come with all sorts of baggage and threats. Her
feet faltered for the second time in five minutes as she realized
T.J.’s no-nonsense talk had begun to convince her they spoke the
truth.

“You all right?” T.J.
asked.

“Yes, I’m just
thinking.”

“Well, no one can fault
you for that. We’ve had our entire lives to come to terms with who
and what we are. We’ve seen the fact Maddox doesn’t age, we know
the stories passed on by our parents, and some of us have met the
Oracle when she’s crossed from the Other Realm to the human world
to speak with Maddox. We live the proof, but to you, it must
seem—fantastic.”

Instead of agreeing, Ana followed
Maddox and T.J. into the kitchen. As promised, Pryce was sitting at
the large central table.

Maddox took his seat at the head of
the table and gestured to an empty chair. “Come, sit. I’m sure you
have questions.” Maddox poured tea from the pot on the table and
passed Ana a cup as she sank into the chair. “Unless you’d like
something stronger?”

Ana accepted
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