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Chapter One

 


The Other Realm: The Gateway

 With a
satisfying crack, the heel of Megan’s hand connected with the nose
of the hybrid soldier. When he barely flinched, his grip still
tight on her arm, she followed it up with a jab to the throat and a
swift kick to his knee. The soldier hissed, staggered, and the hold
on her arm finally slackened.

Jerking free of his hold, the sounds of
battle a discordant din around them, she jumped back as he swung
wildly with his dagger. The blade only just missed her stomach.

A meter of pebbled bank now between them,
Megan lifted a haughty brow. “You just don’t give up, do you?”

His gaze eerily blank, the soldier swiped at
his bloody nose with the back of his hand. Then he came at her
again.

He was a huge brute. Towering above her five
feet and two inches, she imagined he was built like one of the
tanks the humans who’d joined the Resistance had described.

Breathing hard, Megan blocked his fist and
used the momentum of the movement to twist under his extended arm.
She jabbed an elbow into his kidney, then kicked the back of his
knee hard … and was alarmed when her vision dimmed. Cursing, she
shook her head, trying to clear the mental fog that had plagued her
for weeks.

She couldn’t lose focus now.

Around them, Resistance clashed on the bank
of the gateway’s pool with the soldiers Griffin Fionn had sent to
prevent the Exchange, their camouflage-painted bodies blending in
with their jungle backdrop. It was a fight she didn’t doubt they’d
win, but if she died, the victory would count for nothing. She must
pass through the gateway and complete the Exchange already half
made when her human Double had been brought to this realm against
her will by Griffin’s forces.

Scrambling backward, Megan managed to place
a little distance between herself and the soldier again.

“You will come with me.” He pointed his
blade at her throat, and his words were delivered without heat or
conviction, despite the fact his nose still gushed blood.

“To be a slave in your master’s palace?”
Megan shook her head, this time with more than the need to clear
it. “That’s not my destiny.”

Shifting onto the balls of her bare feet,
she braced herself for his next attack—just as Cadell’s wolf
smacked into the soldier’s side. The soldier hit the ground hard.
The wolf’s jaws did the rest.

A moment later, Affinity pulsed through the
air, and Cadell transformed with a hum of life-affirming energy. He
rose naked and spattered in blood, and his amber gaze seemed to
glow in a face painted with swirls of green and brown as it met
hers.

“Go!”

She didn’t need telling twice.

Heart pounding harder than the waterfall
that covered the gateway, she ran. Aware her silver hair would act
like a target for the enemy, she zig-zagged and prayed she could
move faster than the arrows streaking through the air around her.
Stripping her dress over her head, she threw it to the bank and
surged naked into the water, bounding to the rocky steps as the
gateway’s stones wailed, their song urging her to go faster,
faster.

Reaching the boulders, she swiftly climbed
and, with one quick final glance at the realm she’d called home,
she threw herself through the waterfall—just as an arrow sliced her
upper arm.

Her cry of pain bouncing off the tunnel’s
walls, she gripped her bicep and raced toward the human world as
though Griffin Fionn himself were on her heels. But unlike the
Exchanges of identical women that had taken place before, there was
no Double to avoid. There was just a strange realm ahead and a
gateway that would seal once she’d crossed.

Reaching the human waterfall, Megan flung
herself through it, the jolt of cold water making her gasp.
Emerging naked and alert, she held her injured arm and searched the
valley for danger as her breath labored and her blood thundered in
her ears, but the valley was silent, the trees and ferns coating
its sides calm and still. No enemy fired. No soldier rushed her
way. No one tried to kill her.

On a shaky breath, Megan sank to the
boulders at the gateway’s base and shivered in the spray, hardly
able to equate the peace around her with the chaos she’d just
left.

The human Guardians didn’t know she was
coming.

Looking up, she found the watchful orb of
the sun easing behind the valley wall. She’d made it. She’d made it
through the gateway, completing the second half of an Exchange that
had sent her Double into slavery, while back in her world, her
friends would now be fleeing into the jungle, heading for home.

Megan shivered as adrenaline faded and her
blood dripped. She lifted her fingers to examine the wound and
hissed as she saw the groove in her flesh. It would need stitching,
but she’d live.

Her legs a little shaky, she eased herself
down the rocks and waded to the bank. The valley may be peaceful,
but she wasn’t safe yet. She was in a strange world, and the
Caretaker had no idea she was coming. She needed to find the
Guardians.

As the light faded, she left the rocks and
searched the trees by the gateway until she found a hardwood
sapling about the same height as she was. Giving thanks for the
wood she was taking, she snapped it free and then returned to the
rough stone boulders that marked one end of the gateway’s pool.
There she rubbed the end of the wood against the stone with
practiced movement until it was sharp. The spear ready, she hefted
the weapon, testing its weight and reach. It wasn’t perfect, but
she could inflict some damage with it if she needed to.

Armed, she considered her next move and
realized her mind felt sharper than it had been in weeks. Pleased,
she looked about and noticed the worn path heading up the valley’s
sloping side. Gripping her spear, she followed it. Wherever these
Guardians lived, she needed to find them before night set in.


Chapter Two

 


May 14th,
2019. The Guardians Trust, North Wales

 Maxen leaned
back against the kitchen worktop and snapped open his Budweiser. He
took a long drink, enjoying the cold taste of hops coating his
tongue. A deserved reward given the long afternoon he’d spent
tinkering with his motorbike.

“You going to get me one of those?” T.J.
asked as she came through the backdoor. Smoothing her red hair away
from her face, she removed ear phones and eyed his beer as she toed
off her muddy trainers. Despite looking fresh as a daisy, his
sister was wearing her running gear, and he’d no doubt she’d just
smashed a run that would give most people a coronary.

Ex-military, his sister was a machine, and
he was damn proud of the fact.

“Depends,” he said after a beat. “How far
did you run?”

He took another sip of his beer as she
unfastened the Velcro strap holding a pouch around her arm.

“Just eight kilometers.” She dropped the
pouch and the mobile phone it held onto the kitchen table.

“Two kilometers short, I’m afraid.” Maxen
grinned, enjoying himself. “If you want one of my beers, you’re
going to have to get it yourself.”

Narrowing her blue eyes at him, she headed
for the fridge.

She patted his stomach on the way past.
“Baby Bud is coming along nicely, I see.”

“Hey!” He glared at her and lifted the hem
of his white t-shirt that proclaimed Rock and
Roll keeps you in a constant state of juvenile
delinquency to reveal hard abs. “I do not look
pregnant!”

When she opened the fridge door and bent to
search for a beer, he grumbled, “I’m every bit as fit as you.”

There was the clink of glass, then she
straightened, Bud in hand. “Yeah? Then prove it. Come on a run with
me tomorrow.”

On two feet, she’d kick his ass, but in the
water…

“How about a swimming competition?”

She pulled a chair back from the table. Wood
scraped on tile. “What do you have in mind?”

“Long distance.” Where T.J. was short and
sinewy strong, he was tall, broad, and muscular. He had the body of
a swimmer, and the good looks to match—and he knew it. He flashed a
grin. “Winner’s the one who doesn’t drown.”

She snorted. “Mum’s said a million times
that you were a fish in a former life.”

Precisely.

Anticipating the joy of gloating, he only
just resisted rubbing his hands together.

“So, what do you think?”

She settled back in her chair and snapped
open her beer. “What I think is that it’s Friday night, Friday
night, Maxen, and you’re home.” The blue eyes she shared with
him shone with obvious amusement. Taking a drink, she waggled her
red brows. “No one to play with?”

“For your information, I turned down a
rather lovely invitation to Chester Races.” Maxen’s smile returned.
“Thought I’d babysit you.”

After picking up the dishcloth someone had
left on the kitchen table, T.J. sent it flying at his head. “I’m no
baby, Maxen. I’m a trained killer and you’d do well to remember
it.”

When he sent the cloth back, T.J. deftly
caught it but then frowned as she seemed to forget all about their
game of sibling bashing.

“You heard from Owen?” she asked, and she
began to peel the label off her bottle of beer.

While she’d been honorably discharged from
the Army and had arrived home just in time for the first Exchange a
year ago, Owen had only recently put in his papers.

“I spoke to him a couple of hours ago. He’d
reached Germany.” He checked his watch. “He should be boarding his
flight back to the UK about now.”

Stationed in Afghanistan for the past few
months, they’d all been worried about him.

“That’s good. It’s time he came home.
Bethan?” she asked of Owen’s sister.

“She set off about ten minutes ago. Didn’t
want to risk getting stuck in traffic on the M56 and leave him
stranded at Manchester Airport.”

T.J. managed to remove the label in one
impressive piece. “That’s good. Mum was saying just the other day
that—”

The backdoor banged open and Maddox strode
in. He came up short, his look of relief concerning, when he found
them both in the kitchen. It was the first time Maxen had seen the
Caretaker of the gateway flustered.

“Maddox, everything okay?” Maxen asked.

“Something happened?” T.J. asked at the same
time.

“Something’s wrong.” Maddox shoved a shaking
hand through his blond surfer-style hair, and his blue eyes were
slightly wild. “I was at the pond feeding the koi carp when I heard
the gateway’s stones scream.”

Maddox looked truly shaken. Whatever message
the gateway had tried to deliver, it wasn’t good.

T.J.’s beer hit the worktop with a bang.
“Let’s go.”

They left the kitchen at a run and headed
for the garage. Fifteen minutes later, Maxen was bouncing the Jeep
over the rutted track that led through the forest to the gateway’s
valley.

“Maybe Seren’s come through the gateway and
is trapped?” T.J. suggested from the back seat.

“No, I don’t think so,” Maddox said from the
passenger seat. “Something isn’t right, but the closer we get to
the gateway, the more I feel certain the stones’ cry wasn’t to do
with Seren. Something else has happened, something quick and
unexpected.”

“Then perhaps Griffin has sent soldiers
through the gateway despite the fact he knows the Guardians protect
it on the human side,” T.J. said.

Again, Maddox shook his head. “I don’t think
that’s it either.”

Maxen peered at the trees through the
windshield, willing them to pass more quickly. It was nine at
night, and shadows crowded their trunks as the forest readied for
sleep. Soon they wouldn’t be able to see a damned thing.

“It’s May,” Maxen said, making the gears
crunch as he was forced to slow for a fallen branch. “Many of the
Exchanges in our history happened as April turned to May, including
Siana’s.”

Siana had been the first Other to cross the
gateway in over six hundred years. Two more human women had left
their world to live in the Other Realm since then, their Doubles
joining the Guardians’ Trust in return.

T.J. gripped the leather back of the
driver’s seat as they took a particularly nasty jolt. “It can’t be
an Exchange. There’s no human named to cross.” Her gaze went to
Maddox. “You would have known, right?”

“I haven’t received a vision indicating an
Exchange is due.” Maddox paused then added, “But my meditation
since Catrin’s arrival two months ago has been troubled. Many of my
visions contain fragmented images that almost seem like a
warning—but I can’t determine what they are a warning for.”

Reaching the entrance to the valley, Maxen
brought the Jeep to a halt. He turned off the engine but kept the
keys in the ignition, the twin beams of the Jeep’s headlights doing
little to penetrate the trees.

All three climbed out. Beneath their feet,
the spongy spring earth silenced their footsteps as they spread out
to look around.

Maddox tilted his head as though listening.
“I can hear the soft song of the stones in the valley below. The
fearful panic has gone, but their song is still one of lament. The
Mother is worried.” They were all silent for a moment, and then he
said, his voice lower than before, “I can sense a heartbeat.
Someone’s here.”

“Seren?” T.J. asked quietly.

 Maddox shook his
head. “No. I’d know her spirit anywhere. It’s not her.” Then he
raised his voice and addressed the forest around them. “Whoever’s
there, come out and we will help you off our land. If you come out
now, there will be no consequence. You’ll be free to leave.”

Facing the trees at the top of the gateway’s
valley, they waited, but only silence answered them.

“Human intruder?” Maxen asked, keeping his
voice low. He shifted onto the balls of his booted feet, bracing
himself for he knew not what.

“I don’t know,” Maddox replied. “But they
are close.”

Maxen’s gaze swept the trees ahead—then he
froze when a sharp point pressed against the base of his spine.

“I’m unarmed,” he said evenly, lifting his
hands. Whoever their trespasser was, the hard prod of his weapon
told him he meant business.

Maddox and T.J. spun at his words, and their
eyes went wide.

When the weapon dug into his back, Maxen
hissed. “Easy,” he said, his temper rising. “There’s no need to rip
my favorite t-shirt.”

“Tell me your names,” a voice said from
behind him, and Maxen realized his assailant was female.

“Lower your weapon, and we’ll tell you,”
Maxen said over his shoulder. His skin prickled from the woman’s
closeness and the sharp point pressing into his skin was starting
to piss him off.

“Do I look stupid?”

As he couldn’t see her, he assumed she was
asking T.J. and Maddox.

The point jabbed.

“Hey!” Moving quickly, he turned, one hand
whipping to bat the spear she wielded away while his second caught
the arm of the woman threatening him—a very naked woman with long
silver-blonde hair and spectacular breasts.

Gaping as he was, it took him a moment to
realize the arm beneath his hand was bloody.

With a snarl, the woman twisted free of his
slackening hold and brought the shaft of the spear down hard on the
back of his hand. Maxen’s shout sent the roosting birds from the
trees.

The woman smirked.

Seeing red, he lunged.

“Maxen!” Maddox said sharply, stopping him.
“Think! A naked woman close to the gateway can only mean one thing.
She is Other.”

The woman lifted one silver brow archly.
“And you are? With those blue L’ anna eyes, I assume you are a
Guardian?”

“I’m Maddox L’ anna.”

“He’s the Caretaker,” T.J. said. “I’m T.J.
and that’s my brother, Maxen. We’re members of the Guardians’
Trust.”

The woman’s stance relaxed a little, but she
still eyed Maxen with what seemed to be caution as she said, “I’m
Megan. Megan L’ Seer.”

When she lowered her weapon, Maxen’s gaze
dropped to her breasts.

She must have noticed because she raised the
spear again and pointed its tip at his face. “Don’t even think
about it, male. I’ve killed tougher men than you.”

Maxen smiled wickedly. “If you don’t want me
to look, darlin’, then you should have put on some clothes.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits, their green a
cold frost. “Perhaps I would have if I had any,” she said,
tightly.

“Maxen,” Maddox said warningly. Unfastening
his shirt, he shrugged it off and passed it to Megan. “Forgive this
oaf,” he said gently. “We are all surprised to see you here. There
was no vision to tell me Seren was going to cross the gateway. If
there was, I would have come to meet you both.”

Stepping back well out of arm’s reach, Megan
propped her spear against the rear of the Jeep and pulled on the
shirt. Fastened, it covered her to mid-thigh.

“Seren didn’t come with me.” She must have
noted their collective surprise because Megan added, “I am here for
the Exchange.” She retrieved her weapon and looked down her nose at
Maxen, quite a feat given he was a good foot taller than her. “I am
to live here with you.”

Maddox frowned. “I don’t understand. How can
you make the Exchange when there is no human Double for you to swap
places with?”

“My Double is named Mags and she is already
at the Retreat.”

“You met her?” Maxen asked.

Megan rolled her pale-green eyes. “Of course
not. I am from the Sanctuary.” She drew out the last word as
though addressing a rather slow child, then turned away from him.
“Look,” she said to the Caretaker, and she seemed willing to
include T.J. in her confidence. “I have much to tell you. I have
messages from Seren, information about Griffin Fionn, and a whole
lot more, but all of that can wait until I’m warm, my arm is
stitched, and I am somewhere safe with a cup of honeyed brandy in
my hand.” She shot a hard look at Maxen and flexed her spear. “It
has been a very trying evening.”

 ****

Dressed in Maddox’s shirt and a pair of
jogging bottoms T.J. had donated, Megan sipped her brandy and let
Siana stitch up her arm.

The family that was the Trust was gathered
around the kitchen table to hear what she had to say. All were
watching her with obvious interest. Those who’d found her at the
gateway were there, as were several more who’d been introduced,
including the previous Doubles and their mates: Siana and her
husband Pryce, aesthete artist Meredith and Cole, and her old
friend Catrin and the man she’d come here to marry, Aled.

There were also four older members of the
Trust: David, Cole’s father, Kerry and Jim, Aled’s parents, and a
silver-haired lady named Fiona. Fiona, Megan learned, had the
dubious honor of being Maxen and T.J.’s mother. Fiona had Megan’s
sympathy. The color of the female’s hair was proof that being
Maxen’s mother was as trying as her evening had been.

“This happened at the gateway?” Siana asked
as she dabbed antiseptic. She and Megan had met a handful of times
at the Retreat before her Exchange.

“Hybrid bastards,” Megan confirmed. She
didn’t wince when Siana pushed another stitch home.

“Hybrid?” Maddox asked from the head of the
table. “That’s not a term Seren and I have discussed.”

“No. It is part of the information I have
for you.” When Siana snipped the thread, the last stitch secure,
Megan flexed her arm experimentally and ignored Maxen, who she felt
certain had taken the seat opposite her own to annoy her.

“Are you sure you don’t want something for
the pain?” Fiona asked.

“I’ll be fine, thank you.” Megan lifted her
brandy. “This will do.”

“It’s just a scratch,” Catrin said coolly
from across the table, but Megan could detect the humor lurking in
her eyes. “She’s making too much fuss as it is.”

Megan returned the look of her friend with
an arch one of her own. “What do you know about bravery?” She
gestured to the large kitchen around them. It was a sight very
different to the jungle and caves of home. “I bet you’ve gone soft
living in this hall.”

Aled seemed to bristle at her words, but
Catrin patted her husband’s hand upon the table and lifted her brow
rather challengingly at Megan. “I’ll show you soft in the morning,
if you like? It’s been a while since we’ve sparred.”

Aled shot his wife a look of apparent
surprise. “You two are friends?”

Catrin’s features transformed when she
suddenly grinned. “Good friends.” She reached across the table to
grip Megan’s hand. “It is good to see you, Megan.”

Megan returned the pressure and smiled back.
Catrin had been a warrior in the Resistance, a formidable fighter
who’d had to leave their war to join the human world, just as she
had.

“It is good to see you, too. Your cousin
came with me to the gateway. Sad to say, I’ve saved his ass more
than once since you left.” She grimaced. “Mind you, he saved mine
when a hybrid soldier attacked me as I tried to cross the
gateway.”

“That word again,” Maddox said quietly.
“Hybrid.”

Megan sobered. She’d delayed long
enough.

“Much has happened in our war recently, and
it is these developments that have brought me here. As Seren, and
the Doubles before me, will have told you, the Resistance has
liberated several wives as they were escorted through the lowlands.
These females had been stripped from their husbands and new
husbands, favored elite soldiers, arranged for them by Griffin
Fionn.”

She looked at Siana, one such rescued wife.
She’d been freed by the Retreat cell and had lived with the
Resistance in the mountains for five free years before she’d come
to the Trust.

“I am sure Siana will have told you much of
her experience, but while Siana was given two years to conceive
before she was taken back to the palace to be given to a new
husband, the females we’ve rescued in the past several months have
been given only one year. All were childless.”

“Thank the Mother,” Siana said, and she
leaned more securely against Pryce’s side, her hand resting rather
protectively on the slight swell of her belly. “To have a daughter,
or even a son, in that palace would be devastating.”

Megan agreed. “The intelligence we’ve
gathered tells us that the number of children being born by wives
is very low, much lower than the number of children being born by
females of the Resistance. Think about it. Others conceive through
Affinity and for this to happen, the mating bridge needs to form.
This bond is unlikely to develop in a forced marriage, particularly
one of short duration. Over time, the low birth rate has caused a
shortage of females of marriageable age.”

“Griffin has halved the length of marriage
to ensure the continued loyalty of his elite soldiers,” Siana said.
“Without the chance of obtaining a wife, they might rebel.”

Megan nodded. “We found evidence of one such
rebellion.” Her gaze swept the table. “Given what we know, one fact
has never fit.”

“The lower-ranked soldiers,” Catrin said.
“Their numbers don’t make sense given the lack of wives, yet they
exist. It’s impossible.”

“Not impossible.” Megan took another sip of
her brandy. “Evan L’ anna infiltrated the palace to learn the
truth.”

“And did he succeed?” Maddox asked quietly.
“Did he find the truth?”

“He did.” Megan met his blue gaze. A beat
passed, then two. “Human slaves.”

Confused looks were swapped around the
table.

“Slaves?” T.J. asked. “Humans taken to the
Other Realm?”

“Evan discovered that a system of slavery is
being used within the palace because of their lack of pure-blood
females. Griffin transports human women to the palace to be used as
entertainment,” Megan said with disgust. She paused and then added,
“And for breeding.”

“Breeding?” several voices exclaimed at
once.

“But how is that even possible? Humans who
aren’t Doubles die from exposure to that realm.” T.J. said
heatedly. “Even if a human woman was to become pregnant, she would
die long before the child was carried to term.”

“Griffin has developed a drug that prolongs
life,” Megan explained. “The slaves are trafficked to the palace.
They are given this drug, raped, and their lives are artificially
extended so they live long enough to give birth to the children
conceived.”

“Hybrid,” Maddox said and his voice was
faint. “That’s what the lower-ranked soldiers are? The product of
forced conception with human slaves?”

“Correct.”

Abandoning his tea, Maddox rose and
retrieved the bottle of brandy. He topped off Megan’s glass before
pouring a large one for himself. Several other members of the Trust
joined him.

Megan took another sip and welcomed the
fiery heat of the liquid down her throat. “Evan pretended to betray
the Resistance. He was allowed into the palace and was surprised
when he was given elite status rather than being sent to join the
lower ranks. He later learned that it was due to being pure-blood
that he was classed as elite and that the lower-ranked soldiers
were the product of slavery. He discovered that the palace is run
in a strict hierarchy. Nine levels that place the king in circle
one, the favored elite on the next, and so on to the bottom where
the hybrid soldiers exist. The human slaves are placed within this
order. ‘Fresh’ slaves go directly to the upper circles. Humans who
have been there a while sink lower down. The seventh circle houses
pregnant humans until they deliver. Here, they are isolated and
remain unmolested until the child is born. Then they return to the
higher levels to be impregnated again.”

“Good God,” Fiona said, her face marble
white. “No wonder Mother Nature stirred after centuries of silence
to birth Doubles once more. What you describe is truly monstrous
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