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Chapter One

 


The Other Realm, The Gateway

 


“You have to cross!” Aderyn yelled from the
bank. He held his sword
before him in readiness as rain lashed and their enemies tried to
breach their defensive line in relentless waves. “You’ve got to go.
Now!”

Across the pool, more of Griffin’s soldiers flooded from the
mountain path that led to the palace below. Their faces eerily
blank, the soldiers shot arrows their way and tried to push through
the Resistance fighters who were buying them the time needed to
complete the Exchange.

Naked on the stones at the gateway’s base,
save the quiver packed with arrows she wore across her back, Catrin
notched her bow, took aim, and fired again. Sure and true, her
arrow streaked through
the rain. She grinned when the arrow lodged deep in the bare
chest of one of Griffin’s
soldiers. He crumpled forward, collapsing into the gateway’s
pool, his blood staining the water crimson.

“You’re too easy a target
on those rocks!” Aderyn
shouted.

He was right. Exposed with the waterfall at her back, Catrin’s
only shield was the rain. And it wouldn’t stop an arrow.

“It isn’t time!” she shouted. Behind her, the gateway’s song was loud and urgent over
the clash of metal on the bank, but despite the attack, it warned her to wait.

Catrin ducked
when an arrow streaked through the air near her face, her arms
automatically lifting to shield her head.

Aderyn swore viciously.

“What are you doing?” she demanded as he ran through the
thigh-high water toward her. “It’s too dangerous!”

Aderyn grunted
as he reached the rocks.
“The sacrifice of our warriors will be for nothing if you die.
You’re a sitting duck
here.”

He swiftly
climbed to join her before the
gateway and placed his body between hers and the soldiers desperate
to reach them.

“Aderyn, you can’t—”

“I can. You are the Double, Catrin. You have
to cross. Besides, my wife will step from the human’s world of
peace into this. She will need me here.”

“You’ll be no good to her dead,”
Catrin pointed out as
she leaned around him to let another arrow fly.

Aderyn grunted again. “If you die before you cross then the point
is moot.”

Catrin humphed. It was true. She had to live
so the Exchange could take place.

Behind her, the gateway’s song
remained a lyrical
warning, but it didn’t urge her to cross, not yet.

“Where is she?” Catrin demanded. Until her
Double was poised, as she was, upon the rocks on the human side of
the gateway, the Exchange couldn’t be done. Catrin didn’t want to
leave her home but she
must. As her Double must come here.

“To the right!” Aderyn shouted, suddenly.

But she’d seen the archer taking aim.
Catrin’s arrow found the soldier’s face and he crumpled in a heap
at the far side of the pool.

And then the cry of the stones became
a loud, insistent
wail.

“Here!” Catrin thrust her bow at Aderyn.

He took it and looped it over his shoulder, then accepted her
quiver as she yanked it off and shoved it into his hands.
Weaponless, she hesitated, trying to spot her cousin in the
fight. Was he still
alive? Were Brenin,
Megan, and her other
friends okay?

She should be
down there fighting.

“Go!” Aderyn said. “I hear the stones, too.
You must go. Now!”

Catrin’s gaze jerked to his. Her lips
pressed. “Win this war,” she told him. “See him dead.”

“I will,” Aderyn said solemnly. “Your
future is through there.” He nodded to the pounding water behind her, swollen from weeks of
rain. “Go, do this duty so Griffin dies.”

With one last look at where her family
fought, Catrin plunged through the waterfall and ran as the first streak of lightning
forked through the sky.

Heart pounding as loudly as the waterfall, Catrin raced through
the stone tunnel and passed the shivering pop of her Double’s
shadow. Only when she reached the human’s waterfall did she stop,
her feet slipping on the algae-covered rocks. Behind her, in her
old life, battle raged, and she prayed Aderyn had managed to get
her Double to safety.

Adrenaline fueling her, Catrin thrust herself through the
waterfall and blinked. Braced for conflict, she met … peace. No
cries filled her ears, no arrows had her instincts flinching, no
clash of swords had her reaching for her missing bow.
Disorientated, she scanned the valley. The sides were lushly coated
with trees and ferns, the sky above a darkening cloth peppered with
unfamiliar stars. Her gaze lowered, and she drew in a shuddering
breath, her new world and her rioting emotions so at odds she felt
dizzy.

She searched the bank—and found him.

“Are you Aled?” she demanded.

The stranger had black hair, brown eyes, and a pleasingly
angular face, while his body was covered in unfamiliar clothing.
Black brows rose, probably at the urgency of her demand.

“Yes.” Aled lifted his hand, offering what looked to be a thick
robe, but she was already scrabbling down the rocks, then wading to
shore as though the very devil were at her back.

“What’s wrong?” Aled asked when she reached
him.

Ignoring the robe he offered, she searched
the face of the man she had come here to marry.
The silence of this
peaceful valley was too complete. Even now her people could be
dying as they whisked her Double into the jungle and away from the
battle.

Her fingers itched for the bow denied to
her. Instead, she reached out and fisted the material covering his chest.

“Kiss me,” she demanded. She’d been asked to abandon the Resistance
for this marriage, and she wouldn’t let it be for nothing. “If you
are to be my husband, then kiss me—now.”

Aled looked down at her fisted
hand, then met her gaze.
Dropping the robe, he speared his fingers through the hair at the
back of her head and pulled her closer. Her lips parted and her
breath puffed out in a gasp as her naked breasts collided with his
fabric-covered chest. Then he angled her head and took her lips
with his.

 Catrin sank
gratefully into the
kiss, pleased by the bold pressure of his lips. He wasn’t hesitant,
and she was glad of it. His lips were firm, and when she opened her
mouth, he pressed his tongue inside to tangle with hers. Tightening
her fist, she moved closer, her lips insistent and
urgent.

Aled lifted his head. “Catrin?”

Catrin moaned in protest, her free hand finding his hair to pull
his head back down to hers. For a moment, he seemed to give in,
their tongues stroking deep, but when she tugged at the fastening
of his trousers, his head snapped up.

“What’s happened?” Breathing
hard, he captured her hand
before she could ease the fastening free.

“Why are you stopping?” she asked, frustrated when his fingers
closed firmly over hers, preventing her from opening his trousers.
“I’m here for you, for this.”

The muscles in Aled’s jaw
tightened. “We might be
engaged, but I don’t plan to have sex with you within minutes of
meeting.” His thumb stroked her cheek. “What is it, Catrin? Tell
me.”

She shook her head. “A battle. The Resistance are—were—being
attacked as I crossed. They were defending our position so I could
make the Exchange. I needed to fight, but…” Her words faded and
they both looked back to the gateway concealed by the silver
pounding of the waterfall.

Aled’s eyes narrowed. “Were you attacked?”

“Not me specifically.” Catrin shrugged.
“Well, not this time, anyway.”

“This time?” Aled echoed.

“I’m a warrior,” she said. “I’ve been in
battle many times, but
this was different.”

“Because you had to leave. You wanted to stay and
fight.”

“Of course,” she said, offended he’d think
anything but. “I am Resistance. I fight for my people, for our
freedom.” She looked back to the gateway and scowled.
Aderyn and Cadell could be
injured or dead, and she had no way of knowing.

“Maddox will find out what happened next time he meets the Oracle,”
Aled said.

Catrin wasn’t sure such a meeting would
be possible. “The attack
confirms our fears that Griffin knows of the Exchange. He sent
soldiers to prevent me from crossing, to prevent my Double from
coming to the Other Realm. It will be difficult for the Caretaker
to meet Seren.”

Aled made a sound she took to be agreement. “We need to tell
Maddox everything that’s happened.”

Catrin inclined her head, then shivered.
Her nudity didn’t bother her, but it was much colder here in the human world. As Aled
had made it clear that he didn’t wish for them to share their
bodies, she stepped out of his arms, retrieved the robe he’d
dropped, and quickly pulled it on.

When she’d threaded her arms
through the heavy
material of the sleeves and cinched the tie at her waist, she met
his watchful gaze. “We are to marry.”

“We are.” And there was something in his
tone that conveyed she wasn’t the only one to have
conflicted feelings about their
match.

“I didn’t plan to marry,” she told him before she realized she
would. “Several months ago, soldiers tried to capture me. My friend
Brenin was gravely wounded.” Her hand lifted to her throat to rub
at bruises long faded. “And Garth died so that I could live and
continue to fight our war—see it won.”

“And instead, you came here.” Aled gestured to the peaceful
valley where the last of the spring sunshine was slipping behind
the valley wall.

“I did. I promised to devote the rest of my life to saving every
female I could from Griffin’s control, but I never imagined I’d be
asked to help save them by leaving the fight and marrying a human,
by enabling a human to take her place in the Other Realm and marry
Aderyn.” And she just hoped that Garth, his spirit resting within
Affinity, could forgive her for failing to finish the war he died
for.

Aled folded his arms across his chest.
“By making the Exchange,
you will do your part in freeing the females of your
realm.”

“So Seren tells me.” But she’d rather be
fighting with a dagger in her hand than living in a world of peace with a
stranger. “It is what was asked of me. I could not say
no.”

“But you wanted to,” he said quietly.

Catrin eyed Aled thoughtfully when he
didn’t say anything more. “You didn’t want us to have sex.”
Regardless of her
wishes, she was here to marry him, yet he’d turned her
down.

The bluntness of her statement
seemed to surprise
him.

“No.”

“Why?” In her world, there were fewer females than males and
free Others embraced their sexuality. She’d never been knocked back
before.

Aled’s hand ran through his unruly black
hair as he seemed to
search for an answer.

“I’ve been married before.”

Catrin stilled, her heart lurching
uncomfortably. That her ordained mate might have married had never
entered her mind.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Catrin said a little stiffly, and she
remembered Gwyneth’s face after Garth died, the utter
devastation—and it had been her fault.

“No, she didn’t die,” Aled
said, correcting her. “She left
us.”

Catrin frowned. “She left you or she left the Guardians?” If his
wife still lived at the Trust she was to join, everything had just
changed.

“Yes, no.” His hand was back in his untidy
hair. “Do you have divorce in the Other Realm?” When Catrin shook
her head, he said,
“Penny decided she didn’t want to be with me, us, anymore. She left
two years ago, and I completed the legal paperwork that means we
are no longer married.” Aled watched her intently, as though unsure
how she’d take the news. “Penny is no longer my wife.”

Catrin struggled to
understand. When the
free members of the Resistance took mates, it was for life. Only in
the palace were marriages broken. But the Guardians followed the
old ways, not the palace’s, didn’t they?

Then she realized something else he’d
said. “You said us. With this
divorce, did Penny leave the Guardians’ land?”

“She did. I don’t know where Penny is, but by us, I meant Ben and Molly—my children.”

“Children?” Catrin stared, truly taken aback. He had two
children?

Turning away abruptly, she missed the
coolness that entered
Aled’s eyes.

Catrin looked out at the gateway’s pool as
her heart beat hard. Children. She was to be a mother? Watching the waterfall smack
against the rocks, she tried to decipher her feelings. There was
joy, but nerves also. Children were a gift, a wonder to be
cherished. Upon deciding against marriage and mating, she’d assumed
motherhood was lost to her. A warrior, she’d never imagined
carrying a child within her body. But now everything had changed
and she was being offered a family.

“How old?” she asked.

There was a beat of silence
before Aled said, “Ben is five.
Molly three.”

Catrin closed her eyes. So young.
And the first sliver of
hardness that had formed to encase her heart when Garth died
unexpectedly softened.

“And their relationship with
their
mother?”

“As I told you, I don’t know where Penny
is. She’s…” He paused.
“Troubled. She left me and the children and hasn’t been back
since.”

Catrin’s hands firmed into fists by her
thighs as she thought of
the pain their mother’s abandonment would have brought the
children. “And you said she left two years ago?”

“Yes.” Again, a pause, this one longer.
“I haven’t told the
children of our engagement. I wanted to see how things were before
I—”

Catrin spun back to face him. “You haven’t told
them?”

Aled met her gaze without flinching. “Not yet.”

And she could think of only two reasons why Aled hadn’t
told his children about their engagement: in case he judged her
lacking maternal potential once he’d met her, or because Aled hoped
his first wife would return to reclaim him and her children, saving
him from this second arranged marriage. It was entirely possible
that Aled was still in love with his first wife.

Catrin didn’t care for either option.

She was his ordained mate, and she’d given up everything
that mattered to her to come here and marry him. By not telling his
children about their marriage, it felt like Aled was approaching
their union with the fingers of one hand crossed behind his
back.

Her feet bare on the grass, her world
another realm away through the now closed gateway, Catrin stared at the man she’d
promised to marry and didn’t know what to think. How simple life
was when fighting: kill or be killed. Here, her life was an
emotional mess of confusion and she’d only been in the human world
fifteen minutes.

“Would you like to meet them?” Aled
asked.

Catrin found the tie of her robe and gave it another tug. She
didn’t understand this man at all. She was to be their mother, so
of course she wanted to meet them. And that same niggling voice
returned: perhaps he hoped that she wouldn’t.

Full of self-doubt, Catrin glanced up the
slope of the valley. “Is this hall Seren told me you live in up there?”

Aled looked at her for a long
moment before he said,
“Yes.”

When he didn’t move, she gave an impatient
humph and pointed. “That
way?”

When he nodded, she set off. He could
follow her if he wanted or leave her to find her own way.
At that moment, she really
didn’t care.

An hour later, Catrin climbed out of the strange contraption
Aled had called a Jeep and slammed its door with more force than
was necessary. In an effort to prepare her for her new life, the
humans who lived with the Resistance had described many things
she’d find strange, but experiencing human technology firsthand
made her head spin.

As Aled rounded the Jeep and came to join her, she stared
up at imposing walls of stone, her jaw slack. The human hall was so
far removed from the jungle mountaintop she called home that she
felt a little queasy.

Aled gestured to the hall.
“The Caretaker built it in the
late seventeenth century. The design is conservative baroque. See
the symmetrical wings? Maddox extended the hall at the start of the
nineteen hundreds.”

Catrin sent him a distracted look. “I don’t know what that
means.”

Aled grimaced. “Sorry, I
didn’t mean to give you
a history lesson.”

He fiddled with the keys in his hand as
though he didn’t know what to do with them, then lifted them toward the stone steps. They
climbed them together and then Aled pressed some raised bumps on a
small metal square on the wall.

“The keypad unlocks the front door,” he said
by way of explanation.

She heard a click and then
he pushed the door open
to reveal a large space inside.

“This is the hallway, and it connects the different parts of
the hall,” he told her as they stepped inside and he pushed the
front door closed with another click. “The family spends most of
their time on the ground floor, but the bedrooms are on the first
and second floors. The gallery is in the third. The staircase
connects all four levels of the hall.”

He gestured to the huge wooden structure of
steps that rose at the far end of the hallway.

Catrin looked from the staircase to the black and white patterned
floor beneath her bare feet, then to the wood-covered walls and the
huge reflective panels that bounced the last of the March evening’s
light about the room. She could fit the cave she called home at
least four times into this room alone.

Her gaze shifted to Aled, and she was unnerved when she found
him watching her. Their gazes held for a moment and then she looked
away.

“I’d like to change.”

“Of course.” He gestured to the stairs.
“This way.”

They climbed side by side, a careful
distance between them.
When they reached the second floor, Aled left the staircase and
headed down a corridor of cream and eggshell blue.

He stopped in front of a wooden door.
“This is your room.”

Catrin stared at the
door, both relieved and
confused that she was being assigned quarters of her own. She
lifted her hand to the door’s handle but stopped. “The
children?”

“With my father,” Aled told her.

“Oh.” Catrin searched Aled’s
face, unsure what to say
when he didn’t offer to take her to them.

Her heart fell when he remained quiet, and she decided that
perhaps meeting the children when she felt like both smashing
something and throwing up wasn’t the best idea.

“Look,” she began. “I’m tired and cold. I think I’ll turn
in.”

Aled opened his mouth as though to
say something but then
quickly shut it again.

She opened her bedroom door and, peering
inside, found the room
contained a huge bed. She stepped inside.

Aled moved as though to follow
her but then stopped and
remained in the corridor. “I’ll let you rest then.”

Their gazes met and held, and Catrin waited for him to say
something, anything, that would make her feel welcome.

He remained silent.

Fed up and feeling as though Aled’s
ex-wife was a ghost haunting their marriage before it even began,
Catrin slowly closed the
door, wishing she were back at home.

 


****

Aled stared at the door as the lock
clicked, his stomach as
heavy as lead. He wasn’t sure how, but he had a feeling he’d
majorly screwed up.

He lifted his hand to the door
handle but then dropped it as
he remembered the look in her eyes as she’d pushed the door closed.
His feelings were so damned mixed up he wasn’t sure he could even
begin to untangle hers, but he felt certain she wouldn’t welcome
his intrusion.

Grimacing, he took a slow, deliberate step away from the door,
then another. When the door remained firmly closed, he turned back
toward the stairs.

He’d known the conversation about his
ex-wife would be awkward, but Catrin had seemed to shut down at the mention of his
children. His mood dipped. Ben and Molly were his heart and he
wouldn’t see them hurt—again.

As he started down the stairs,
an image of Catrin
emerging through the waterfall swam to the front of his mind.
Catrin was as beautiful as her Double, but her hair was much
longer, a mass of sandy-blonde waves that reached the middle of her
back. Her heart-shaped face was defined by strong cheek and jaw
bones, and as she’d stood before him and asked him to kiss her,
he’d seen that a dusting of freckles dashed her nose. The innocence
of those freckles had clashed with the fierce intensity he’d seen
within her eyes. The contrast had been startling and
arousing.

His steps slowed.

The kiss had been amazing. It had been a long time since
he’d felt desire.

Aled sighed, his hand sliding along the polished oak of the
banister as he descended the last of the stairs. His conflicting
feelings squirming like snakes in his belly, he pulled antacids
from his back pocket and tapped out two.

It was time to collect his children and put them to
bed.


Chapter Two

 


The Guardians’ Trust, North
Wales. March
21st, 2019

 


“Morning,” Aled greeted Maxen as he joined him and the three other
members of their family already in the kitchen.

It was six in the morning, and the sky outside was a
welcoming pink as the spring sun grudgingly left winter behind and
considered joining them that precious minute earlier than
yesterday. Despite the hour, it wasn’t unusual for Aled to be found
at the kitchen table. With two young children, his day started
early. Likewise, Maddox was an early riser, but it was unusual to
find Maxen up at this time. He usually slept in as late as humanly
possible.

Dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt that proclaimed
Rock and Roll keeps
you in a constant state of juvenile delinquency, Maxen headed for the worktop and
retrieved the pot of coffee. He poured a cup for himself and then
topped off Maddox’s mug.

“You’re not normally up so early,”
Maddox said as he
accepted the refill.

Maxen waved the cafetiere at Aled, who was stubbornly coaxing his
two children into eating a healthy breakfast when they’d made it
plain that all they wanted were Coco Pops.

Aled held his mug aloft to accept the refill, grateful for the
caffeine. After seeing a withdrawn Catrin to her bedroom last
night, rather than introducing her to his children or the larger
family, he’d completed his kids’ bedtime routine and then tackled
his own sleepless night.

Maxen placed what was left of the coffee on the table and took a
seat. “I’ve got an appointment in Chester at nine.” White teeth
flashed. “A pretty lady wants to sell me a new
motorbike.”

“You know my feelings about those death
traps,” Maddox said,
sounding fatherly.

Despite looking like a surfer and
appearing to be around
the same age as Maxen and Aled, Maddox was six centuries old and
often seemed to feel it was his duty to pass on his
wisdom.

Maxen lifted his mug in salute and
grinned. “I know,
grandpa, but
what’s a man to do? The sales assistant is a looker, and I felt it
would be rude to turn down a test drive, especially when she’s
offered to ride with me.” He waggled his blond brows.

Aled snorted. He knew exactly what kind of “ride” Maxen was
hoping for. If Maxen was ever named as the ordained mate for a
Double, the woman he was to marry would have her hands
full.

Maddox watched Aled mop up Molly’s rejected bran flakes from the
tabletop and changed the subject. “How is she?”

Aled knew he didn’t mean his daughter.

“I think Catrin’s overwhelmed by the change
in her life,” Aled said carefully. “As I said last night, I think
she just needs a little time to process everything—you know, after
the way she left her realm.”

“Hmm.” Maddox watched Aled from over the rim of his Denby
mug.

Cereal crisis sorted, Aled said, “Catrin’s a warrior, a leader
of the Resistance. She didn’t want to leave the war.”
And marry
me, he added
silently.

“And the rest of it?” Maddox asked
cryptically, his gaze
flitting to the children.

Aled looked down at where Ben and Molly
shoveled bran flakes
into their mouths somewhat reluctantly. Suddenly, he had
indigestion. With this marriage, he had far more than himself and
the Trust to think about.

When Aled remained silent, Maddox said, “Trust in the
creator. Catrin is where she’s meant to be, as are you, Aled. You
both just need a little time to accept your fate is
intertwined.”

Aled gave a jerky nod to show he’d try, then he turned the
conversation away from his children’s new stepmother. “So, this
sales assistant?”

Maxen grinned, stretched, and placed his hands behind his blond
head as he rested back in his chair like a schoolboy. His blue eyes
flashed. “Did I mention she’s a looker?”

“Yes,” Maddox and Aled said
together.

“They always are,” Maddox added
dryly.

“Good morning.”

All three men looked sharply at the doorway where Catrin
hovered. Wearing a pair of her Double’s jeans and a lumberjack
shirt, her long sandy-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, she
looked young and beautiful.

Aled stared, his mouth dry, and it
took him longer than it
should have to realize she was staring at his children.

“Coffee?” Maxen was already out of his
chair and fetching a mug. He filled one from the cafetiere and handed it to Catrin. “I’m
Maxen.”

Catrin accepted the brew. “Thanks.” Then offered, “Nice to meet
you.” Her gaze went back to the children. When Aled remained mute,
she shot him a mutinous look and settled herself at the
table.

“Hi.” She smiled warmly at the children. “I’m Catrin. You must
be Ben and Molly.”

Both children smiled around
mouthfuls and nodded, their
brown eyes alive with obvious curiosity.

When Aled placed a protective hand on Molly’s back, Catrin’s
chin lifted, her gaze connecting with his for an instant, and he
felt sure he caught a glimpse of approval at his fatherly
gesture.

“Catrin is going to be living with us,” he
told them.

“Like Siana and Meredith?” Ben asked. “Who’s she
marrying?”

Aled’s stomach dropped, unsure how he’d failed to anticipate
the question. Ben was a child, but he was also a Guardian and he
was already being taught their history. He knew who and what the
Doubles were and he had attended the weddings of both Siana and
Meredith.

Aled looked away from his son to meet Catrin’s hazel gaze across
the table. He saw a challenge in her eyes, and something else he
couldn’t identify.

It was time to come clean.

“Catrin is engaged to me,” he told his children, aware both Maxen
and Maddox were watching the scene with ill-disguised interest. “We
are going to get married.”

Ben shoved more cereal into his mouth before asking, “Are you
going to be our new mummy?”

“How would you feel about that?” Catrin asked.

Molly and Ben exchanged secretive glances
and Aled caught the
implication. The children had discussed the possibility of him
marrying again, but whether they viewed that marriage with hope or
dread remained to be seen.

“Depends,” Ben answered for them both.

Catrin inclined her head. “On?”

Again, the secretive exchange between the children of unspoken
thoughts before Ben said, “On whether you leave Dad.”

Aled’s heart thumped. “Ben, that’s not…”

But Catrin surprised him
again when she said, “I am
Other. We mate for life. When I make my vows to your father, I will
not break them. I am a warrior and I value honesty and trust. You
can’t win a fight if you don’t trust those you fight alongside.”
Her gaze shot to Aled, an accusation of sorts there he didn’t
understand before her gaze returned to Ben. “When I make a vow, I
keep it. The Guardians’ Trust is my home now. I will not leave
it.”

Ben held Catrin’s gaze for several long moments, but
Catrin’s didn’t waver.

Finally, Ben nodded. “Then you can marry our dad and be our new
mum.”

Catrin smiled. “It will be an honor to be a part of your
family.”

Aled stared, the power of speech beyond him. His kids had
accepted Catrin, and she them
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