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Chapter One

 


December
22nd 2018

The Other Realm, The
Gateway

Cadell’s sword cast a lethal shadow
upon the terracotta cliffs at their back, the shape oddly twisting
in the artificial twilight created by the eclipse above.

“Ready?” he asked, his
voice pitched low so it wouldn’t travel.

Meredith searched the bank of the
gateway’s pool. It remained empty of Griffin’s soldiers—for
now.

In answer, she tugged her camouflaging
dress of green over her blonde head and tossed it to him. Naked,
except for the coiling design inked into the skin of her right arm
from shoulder to wrist, she looked out beyond the gateway’s pool.
The jungle stretched dramatically below their mountain view, a
dense carpet of shadowed green that had fallen into confused
silence as the moon’s oval covered the sun almost
completely.

Despite the thumping of her heart,
Meredith smiled as her senses feasted on the jungle’s beauty,
certain in her choice to leave it. She had been born to go to the
human world and marry the male chosen for her, and while she would
miss her home and her friends, she trusted in the Mother’s will and
the fate she had been born for.

Inhaling the hot spice of home, she
imprinted the sloping red of the cliffs and the stretching green of
the trees into her heart. She would never forget.

“Meredith?”

Her head jerked to the gateway when
she realized what Cadell had: the cry of the stones behind the
waterfall was urging her to hurry and come to them. It was almost
time.

Obeying the creator, Meredith took the
first step into the warm water, her brown gaze resettling on
Cadell. “Good luck.”

Cadell’s grin flashed white in the
shadows. “For what? My marriage to your Double or the
war?”

Meredith took another step, and then
another, backing away from her old life and toward her
new.

“Both,” she told
him.

Cadell’s broad shoulders shrugged
beneath the swirls of his camouflage paint. He gave a cocky grin.
“Your Double and I will get on fine. Females love me.”

“You’re all talk.”
Meredith laughed as she climbed the rocky steps that would take her
to the base of the falls and the circular stone gateway hidden
behind it. She checked the bank. They were still alone, save
members of the Resistance hidden close by who were ready to fight
should they be attacked by Griffin Fionn’s forces. “And the
war?”

Cadell sobered. “This second Exchange
will help. Your leaving to marry a Guardian will help by allowing
my wife to come here to me.” Meredith’s husband waited on the human
side of the gateway, just as Cadell’s wife was poised ready to join
him in their realm.

The stones grew insistent, their song
increasingly urgent. On the human side of the gateway, she could
sense her Double take her place.

She took the last steps to reach the
waterfall and grew slick with warm spray. “I’m here,” she told the
creator when the stones’ chorus rose to one of impatient need. “I’m
ready.”

Looking over her shoulder, Meredith
took one last look at the jungle of her home, making her goodbye.
Then her brown gaze pinned Cadell as the stones’ song swelled and
the urge to step through the gateway rose. “Win,” she said
simply.

Cadell’s features hardened, all
joviality falling away. “Of that, there is no doubt,
Meredith.”

Their gazes held for one last moment,
her last moment tethered to the realm of her birth. Then, convinced
by her faith in the rightness of the act, Meredith took a deep
breath and stepped through the warm water that concealed the
gateway and left the Other Realm.

The passage behind was slick and dark,
but it didn’t frighten her. The war was at her back. Her future,
the man she had promised to marry and her new home, was at the end
of this passage. Meredith made her way through the tunnel on
confident feet, moving to the side when she sensed her Double’s
presence as she traveled in the opposite direction on her way to
meet Cadell.

Saying a prayer for her, Meredith
continued on and was shivering from the unaccustomed cold by the
time she found herself behind a pounding waterfall. Tentatively,
she reached out. The smack of water was freezing and she gasped in
shock—but there was no other way. Bracing herself, she stepped
through the fast flow of icy water. Her breath was expelled in a
painful whoosh of relief when she stepped free, but the next sharp
intake of breath seared her lungs. Shuddering as she stood on gray
rocks, the heavy pounding of the waterfall behind her, Meredith
lifted her hands and examined their shaking. She looked in pained
wonder at the shivering bumps that had risen on her skin. Ana Jones
had explained about the human winters and had warned her the change
of temperature would be a shock, but this was painful.

She looked past her hands and searched
her new world. The water stretching before her oddly shimmered with
something hard and transparent, and the trees covering the valley’s
base were coated with white. Meredith’s brown eyes widened. Was
this what Ana called snow?

“Meredith?”

Her gaze swung to the bank on her
right. A man stood wrapped in heavy clothes, only his face visible
between the material pulled up high on his throat and some sort of
head covering. Black brows were heavy slashes over eyes almost as
dark, and his face was made of strong lines of a jaw, cheeks, and
nose.

He raised a hand, his fist holding a
thick robe. “Please come down and get dry, you’ll catch your
death.”

It was then she noticed the fire.
Crackling hungrily in the cold, it devoured its fuel and offered
salvation. Wanting its warmth more than she’d wanted anything in
her life, Meredith scrambled down the rocks. Reaching the pool, she
lowered herself into the thigh-high water. Her breath hissed as the
liquid stung her skin like jabbing needles. Hurriedly, she waded to
the bank, almost losing her balance in her haste.

“Here.” The man met her at
the water’s edge and pulled the robe securely around her, cinching
the belt as she pushed her damp arms through the sleeves. She was
shaking violently. He dipped, quickly dried her feet, and tugged a
type of human shoe onto them as Meredith wrapped her arms tightly
around herself.

“You must be freezing.”
Straightening, the man’s gaze ran over her face with apparent
concern. “Your lips are turning blue. Come to the fire.” Placing
his arm around her, he helped her through the snow.

“Thanks,” she got out
through chattering teeth, and reaching the fire, she willed the
heat to warm her bones.

She was grateful when the man draped a
heavy blanket around her and then went to work on her hair with a
towel. When he’d squeezed the water from its length, he secured a
dry towel around her head.

He touched her cheek. “Your skin’s
like ice.” He opened the top layer of his clothing and pulled her
against his body. Using the open sides and his arms to envelop her,
he held her close and angled them so they were as near to the
flames as it was possible to get without being singed.

She buried against him, seeking his
warmth.

“Better?” he
asked.

“Hmm.”

Meredith pressed her face to his
throat and breathed in the warmer air trapped by clothing and skin.
She was still freezing, but the stabbing pains were leaving her
hands and feet. His body and the fire were thawing her
out.

“I assume you’re Cole?”
she asked from within her cocoon. She hoped so. Now she was
defrosting, her mind and her body were free to take in facts about
him: the hardness of the body pressed against her own, the solid,
protective weight of the arms that held her close, his scent … he
felt good, right.

“Oh, sorry.”

She felt his chest expand as he drew
in a deep breath.

“Yes, I’m
Cole.”

She smiled and pressed closer. “My
husband.”

Cole seemed to hesitate before giving
his answer. “Yes, I am your husband. At least I will be once we’ve
taken our vows.”

Satisfied, she snuggled in and focused
on absorbing his wonderful warmth.

 “Take your time,” Cole said into her hair when she shivered.
“There’s no rush. We are safe here. When you’re warm enough, we’ll
climb the valley path and I’ll drive you to your new
home.”

An hour later, the engine of the Jeep
Cole had introduced her to died, and Meredith pressed her hands to
the passenger window to gape up at the massive building of stone
and glass Cole had called the hall.

“This is where you live?”
she asked, awed. She’d never seen anything like it. The gray stone
eased seamlessly into the bitter night as though the building had
always been there. The many windows, containing hundreds of diamond
glass panes, looked out at the land surrounding it. But far from
appearing cold and austere, warm light glowed through some of the
windows and there was a feeling of welcome that seeped out to greet
her.

“The hall was built by
Maddox in 1684 and the wings on either side were added around 1820.
The hall might be as impressive as any stately home of the National
Trust, but we keep it strictly private.” Cole looked at her almost
expectantly. “What do you think?”

 “What do I think?” she echoed. Her artist’s eye traveled
appreciatively along the strong lines of the building and the
hall’s symmetrical wings. Whoever had designed the hall was a
gifted artist, and she said so.

Cole grinned, seeming relieved that
she approved of the building. “Maddox will be pleased. He’s
overseen the laying of every stone, every detail of alteration made
over the years. He loves this place, as we all do.”

High above, the moon slipped free of
the clouds to share its silver light and reveal the uppermost
floors, the wide windows, and the slope of the roof.

“He made this with his
heart.” Meredith knew only what Seren Daire, their Oracle and the
Caretaker’s counterpoint, had told her of Maddox, but she could see
this truth for herself. “The hall is home.”

“He did and it is. The
hall is large, but sixteen of us call it home. The Trust is one big
family. We may not all be related by blood, but we are bound by our
history and our beliefs.”

“As the Resistance are.”
Leaning back in the passenger seat, Meredith met Cole’s black eyes.
“The Resistance are family. We live and die to protect our cause.”
She searched his face. It was why she’d come here, why she’d come
here to marry him.

The atmosphere within the Jeep grew
taut and Cole’s smile slowly faded when her gaze dropped to his
lips.

He cleared his throat and abruptly
gestured to the hall as though flustered. “We should go in.
Everyone agreed to give you some space until you’ve showered and
changed. You can meet Maddox and the rest of the family once you’re
warm and dressed, or it can wait until tomorrow. It’s your
call.”

Meredith’s lips twitched when he
fumbled with the door handle. She felt sure he’d noticed her
interest, and given they were ordained mates, named for each other
by the creator, their mutual attraction was assured. When he swore
softly and bobbled the door handle again before managing to open
it, her smile widened as she realized he was nervous.

At the Retreat, males were generally
confident both in their own skins and in their duty—but not always
around women. In the Other Realm, there were far more males than
females. While free females took lovers as and when they wished,
males within the Resistance didn’t have the same freedom. Many had
to accept prolonged periods of abstinence. Could Cole’s nerves be
due to a period of abstinence? Or was it more than that? They were
of a similar age, but it was possible Cole had yet to find a
partner who was compatible sexually. Given they were ordained
mates, he might have sensed his future and have subconsciously
hidden away from emotional—and physical—entanglements. Was it
possible her intended was innocent? That his nerves stemmed from
that inexperience?

Speculatively, she watched him as he
moved around the front of the car to open her door. When she
climbed out and her robe shifted to reveal her legs, she noted the
slight pinkening of his cheeks as his gaze lingered on her thighs.
When he looked away quickly, as though afraid she’d notice his
interest, she decided her theory was definitely possible. When he
cleared his throat, a tell of discomfort she was already beginning
to recognize, and gestured awkwardly to the hall again, her
suspicion solidified. Cole was a virgin.

Meredith grinned at his back as she
followed him up the steps and through the wide front door. This was
going to be fun.

****

Pushing open the door to the en-suite
adjoining the bedroom that would now be Meredith’s, Cole continued
to have firm words with himself. The glimpse of thigh he’d gained
as she’d climbed out of the Jeep had catapulted him back to the
lust he’d felt when she’d emerged naked upon the rocks of the
gateway. Inappropriate lust, he reminded himself for the umpteenth
time as he pointed out the shower, bath, hairdryer, and towels.
She’d looked like a goddess confused by her first experience of the
frozen human world she’d stepped into from her hot, spiced heaven,
but he was no inexperienced boy. He wasn’t impulsive like Maxen,
another member of the Guardians’ Trust, and he certainly didn’t
lust after women he’d just met. At twenty-eight, he was more than
capable of shelving his desire for his future wife until a more
appropriate time.

He silently cursed when Meredith
slipped by him, her robe-covered breasts brushing against his arm
as she passed. He stiffened and silently counted to ten when she
remained close as she looked about the room with apparent interest.
He definitely didn’t need to imagine her showering … naked …
covered in soap suds and—

With an abrupt movement, he crossed to
the shower and turned it on with more force than was necessary. As
steam billowed, he stepped back and almost collided with
her.

“Sorry, I…” He swallowed
when her hands went to the belt of her robe. “I should…”

Hungrily, he followed her fingers as
they loosened the knot of the belt.

“Don’t go.” Slowly,
Meredith eased the robe wide and then shrugged it off. With her
naked before him, the air heated with more than steam.

When she passed the robe to him, he
took it automatically, his mouth dry. Her body was a dream come
true. Slender and toned, but softly feminine and curved. Her
breasts were perfect, full and high, pale-tipped. He desperately
wanted to—

Ordering himself to think chaste
thoughts, he jerked his gaze away, and it landed on where her bare
toes wriggled on the polished wooden floorboards. He suppressed a
groan. Heaven help him, he even found her feet sexy.

His gaze bounced back up, searching
for deliverance, and connected with her shoulder. From shoulder to
wrist, her right arm was an intricate design of swirling shapes, a
tattoo of great skill.

He grasped the distraction gratefully.
“Does this have meaning?”

She lifted her arm, the movement
jostling her breasts. When he cleared his throat again, Meredith
arched a brow but didn’t comment.

“It signifies the end of
my training and my graduation to aesthete artist. I designed the
pattern myself after seeking guidance within Affinity.”

“You’re an
artist?”

“An aesthete artist,” she said. “I
completed several years of apprenticeships before I was entitled to
wear this marking. My training ended shortly before I came
here.”

Reaching out, he traced the inked
lines with his fingertip, absorbed. “I’ve never seen such a
design.” Nor had he known of the practice amongst the Resistance to
give tattoos to signify status in various professions. He took in
both the knowledge and the pattern, keen—as always—to learn more
about his Other heritage.

“As you know, the members
of the Guardians’ Trust are descended from the human-Other pairings
of the first set of Exchanges several centuries ago. I value my
heritage: both my human and Other sides. I’d like to learn more
about your training, about how you obtained this
marking.”

She smiled at his genuine interest.
“I’d be happy to tell you anything you’d like to know.”

His finger followed an inked line
along her bicep, the need to know more about this buried side of
himself prodding, but he dropped his hand. “I should let you
shower. You must still be cold.”

She looked from Cole to the shower
stall. Steam now clouded the glass. “I would like to get warm, but
you got cold, too. Join me?”

He swallowed hard, his gaze dropping
to her breasts before he forced it back up. “I don’t think that’s a
good idea.” She was offering to share a shower with him, not her
body, and he was an ass for even thinking about sex when she’d just
left her home and her life to marry him—a stranger. “You shower.
I’ll wait outside.”

Meredith’s head cocked to the side,
her brown eyes watchful as she seemed to consider his refusal. “All
right,” she finally said, “I’ll shower alone.” She tugged open the
shower door and stepped inside. Hot water sluiced over her body.
Sighing, she tipped her face into the spray.

Cole watched as water made
her skin slick, her breasts shiny. She was stunning, beautiful—and
inside him rose one lust-filled thought: she’s mine.

When he failed to suppress a groan,
she opened her eyes and their gazes met through the glass. She
lifted a brow. “You’ve changed your mind?”

Within his jeans, he was aching and
hard—and his desire shamed him. If he stripped and joined her, she
would see that he wanted to do far more than share an innocent
shower.

Clearing his throat, he forced his
gaze away. “I’ll go and get you some clothes.”

And as he turned to the door, he made
a silent vow to them both: he’d go slow and show her every respect.
He would give Meredith no cause to regret coming here to the human
world, or to him.

 



Chapter Two

 


The Guardians’ Trust,
North Wales

Meredith tugged at the unfamiliar
white t-shirt, smoothed the fitted material of unaccustomed jeans,
and glanced at Cole, suddenly nervous.

“You okay?” he asked. They
were standing behind yet another door, but on the other side of
this one was his family. “You don’t have to meet everyone now.
Introductions can wait until tomorrow.”

“No, I want to meet
everyone.”

Meredith toyed with the hem of her
t-shirt and felt the fabric pull taut across her breasts. She’d
refused the underwear he’d brought her, as well as the socks and
shoes.

When he cleared his throat, her eyes
narrowed.

“The family will welcome
you with open arms,” he reassured her. “Everyone is excited that
you’ve joined us.”

“And are you excited that
I’ve come here?” she asked. Despite his innocent nerves, given
their agreement to marry, she’d expected him to accept her
invitation to shower with her. He may be a Guardian, but he was
part Other, and Others did not deny their sexuality.

His feet shifted on the floorboards.
“Of course,” he said. “It is an honor to be named for
you.”

Her brows lifted. “Honor?”

“Yes,” he said, seeming
surprised by her tone. “The creator named me as your mate. It is an
honor to play a part in the liberation of your people.”

“Hmm.” She pressed her
lips together in thought. “You were named for me,” she finally said
and took a step closer. “And I was named for you. We will
marry.”

When she rested her hand on his chest
and her fingers spread wide, he visibly swallowed. Meredith waited
for him to give in and dip his head. Instead, he glanced at the
kitchen door.

“Shall we?”

He missed her frown.

“All right.”

Meredith dropped her hand, confused by
his repeated withdrawal. She was certain she hadn’t misinterpreted
his attraction to her. She’d seen his eyes flare when she’d stepped
closer to rest her hand upon his chest, yet, he insisted on forcing
his reaction to her away. Innocent or not, something felt …
off.

Annoyance banishing her nerves, she
swung away from him and pushed open the kitchen door, then came up
short when she found more than a dozen people sitting around a
large central table.

Her gaze landed on a familiar face.
“Siana!” Meredith smiled widely. “It is good to see you
again.”

Siana rounded the table and hugged
Meredith hard. Both were devout followers of their faith and were
deeply loyal to the Resistance. Their paths had crossed many times
at the Retreat.

Meredith held Siana at arm’s length
and took in her oval face, brown hair, and tall slender build. “The
human world obviously agrees with you. You look well.
Happy?”

Siana grinned. “I am.” She pressed a
kiss to Meredith’s cheek, seeming delighted to see someone from
home again. “As you will be.”

A man with wavy, light-brown hair had
risen when Siana rounded the table.

“Your husband?” Meredith
asked.

Cole said, “This is Pryce, Siana’s
husband.”

Pryce offered his hand as Siana
stepped back to his side. “Welcome to the Guardians’
Trust.”

“Thank you.” Meredith
accepted his hand and shook.

“That’s Maddox,” Cole
introduced the man who led them. More than six centuries old,
Maddox looked thirty-five. He had floppy blond hair and blue eyes
the color of deep water. He wore jeans and a t-shirt.

“Caretaker,” Meredith said
more formally. “It is an honor to meet you.”

Maddox grinned, his eyes warm with
obvious welcome. “Call me Maddox. Welcome to the
family.”

“I’m T.J.,” a petite
redhead offered from across the table, “and that scoundrel is my
brother, Maxen. He’s a mechanic and the Trust’s rough-and-tumble
events planner. The lovely lady beside him is our mother, Fiona,
resident artist.”

Meredith nodded in greeting and filed
names away, pleased to learn there was another artist at the
hall.

“I’m Bethan,” a tall
brunette in her late twenties said. “My brother, Owen, is away in
Afghanistan at the moment, but you’ll meet him next time he visits.
He’s in the Army.”

A dark-haired man at the far end of
the table lifted his hand in greeting. “I’m Aled.” He gestured to
an older woman beside him with silver hair. “My mother,
Kerry.”

“The kids with your
father, Aled?” Cole asked.

Aled nodded. “Jim’s taken them for a
walk to wear them out before bed so we can all talk. You’ll meet
them tomorrow, Meredith.”

Meredith smiled easily. “I look
forward to it.” She noted no one mentioned the mother of Aled’s
children.

Cole’s hand came to rest on the base
of Meredith’s spine, and he urged her along to the other end of the
table. “This”—he pointed to a slightly younger version of
himself—“is my brother, Marc. He’s visiting for the holidays, but
he lives away from the Trust.”

Marc studied her with what seemed like
focused interest. “I’m a junior doctor,” he said. “I’ll be here for
Christmas, but then I have to head back.”

When his gaze lingered with something
more than polite interest, Meredith glanced questioningly at
Cole.

“Marc was best friends
with your Double,” Cole told her.

Meredith understood. “It must be
strange to see my face. Please know that I crossed without issue.
No enemy detected us at the gateway. Your friend is safe and will
be well on the way to the Retreat by now. Cadell will keep her
safe.”

Marc’s expression eased. “Thank you. I
appreciate your reassurance.”

The man sitting next to Marc rose. In
his late fifties, he had short, brown hair, a wide mustache, and a
kind face.

“This is my father,
David.” Cole introduced. “Dad, this is Meredith.”

David met his future daughter-in-law’s
eyes, his own crinkling around the corners with what could only be
pleasure. “It is good to meet
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