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            Introduction

         

         There’s romance, and then there’s romance. Let me rephrase that: there’s old-style romance and new, modern romance.

         In days of old, exemplified by the Golden Age of Mills & Boon and Harlequin, one of the great charms of romance stories was the sheer giddiness of the love stories they incorporated and the purity with which that love between male and female characters expressed itself. Few readers wanted to know more about what happened when the bedroom door closed and the happy ending reached its glorious conclusion. Things were better left to the imagination. Why spoil with unnecessary realism what was essentially a dream?

         In recent years, as permissiveness has pervaded the society we live in, many fans now demand more grittiness in the stories they prefer to read. After all, we’ve long known about the birds and the bees, they feel, so why not find out more about the mysteries of love, once the mental epiphany has been reached and the time has rightly come for the heat and wonders of the flesh to manifest themselves in all their natural beauty? Which does not mean that there is anything wrong with the old style of romance where so much is left to the imagination; it is still here and available to all.

         But for the readers in search of more modern material, with fewer euphemisms and added realism, the romance field has undergone a transformative tsunami. First of all, the bawdy world of the so-called bodice-rippers came into its own with shocking effect, both in a historical and contemporary context, soon followed within popular romance sub-genres by the fleshly romps of Native American romances with their ripple-chested Indian braves so often conquering the hearts and bodies of our heroines. And on and on. In the last decade, with the advent of supernatural and urban romances, realism has been at even more of a premium. After all, when vampires or werewolves bite, is it not a metaphor for sexual activity to say the least, and how could writers leave one crucial element in the equation out whilst delving on the other?
         

         Fantasy? Wish fulfilment? Daydream? It’s not for me to judge, but the fact that a frank and open manifestation of sexuality is now an essential component of romance writing is, I feel, a reason to rejoice, as it makes the literary genre we all cherish so much more relevant, and not as easy to be dismissed any longer as mere minor and derivative entertainment divorced from everyday reality.

         Yes, many of the stories I’ve assembled here from the crème de la crème of modern romance authors, who were given a free hand to come up with fiercely hot stories involving human beings of flesh and blood and feelings, are explicit in their dealings with sexuality. But they have all come up trumps with torrid tales that will entrance, fascinate and beguile you, the reader.

         Ladies, this is the premier division, no less, of new romance writing at work and play. So switch that fan on and start turning the pages. It’s going to be hot, hot, hot!
         

         
             

         

         Sonia Florens

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            (Like a) Virgin of the Spring
 
            Susan Sizemore

         
 
         Ginger was certain that there must have been a time when she found public fornication shocking. Now, crossing the courtyard between the baths and the sanctuary of the sacred spring, she barely glanced at the naked couple coupling on the altar at the centre. What the pair was doing was a sacred rite meant to please the gods. She did take a moment to glance their way and smile appreciatively, for the lad had a truly fine ass, the way his broad back narrowed down to his waist was truly a work of art. But the lust being shared out in the open did nothing to arouse her at the moment. Her attention was more on the upcoming meeting than on the pleasures of the flesh. Especially when those pleasures weren’t hers to share.
         
 
         It was spring, festival time, and people were crowding in from all over the countryside of southern Britain. It was a joyful time for most people, but for those with knowledge of the darkness moving towards them it was also worrying.
 
         As priestess of the spring, Ginger was deeply concerned that the Lord of Ched had called for his senior people to gather in the precinct where she presided. She already knew that the next few days were going to be very hard on her, and she was certain that her talent as a seeress was going to be called upon on this day when she was supposed to be resting up for the festival.
 
         Lord Ched was there when she arrived. He was a big man going to fat, his grizzled hair cut short in the Roman manner. Despite being near fifty he was still handsome. It was obvious where his daughter Morga got her beauty. Morga was chosen of the Mother and she and the year king should have been here instead of outside worshipping on the altar. Ginger wondered at the exclusion, but it wasn’t a warning from her extrasensory perception that twisted her belly with apprehension. She hadn’t always been the priestess of the well. The machinations of power and politics were as much a part of her original world as science and psychic research. Travelling back in time hadn’t made life any simpler. Of course, back home she’d been more of an observer than a player. She was also well aware of the irony that the disaster of a time transfer gone wrong had turned her from the observer she was supposed to be into a person of importance in this time and place.
         
 
         Not much importance, thank goodness. She wasn’t trying to change history – even if she wasn’t sure what the history was supposed to be. She was trying to survive in a dangerous, alien world where at least her psychic gift gave her a small edge. Well, a job to be more precise. She very rarely saw anything about her own future, but the seeress gig put a roof over her head, two meals a day and the protection of the most powerful person in the region. But all that could change soon if the invaders moved inland from their raids on the coast.
 
         It seemed a certainty, really. Except that her recent visions had shown her fire and death, but no clear images of who the victors would be.
 
         The steward of the manor followed Ginger into the sanctuary. After him came the harried-looking commander of the guard. The bishop visiting from Wales came inside as well. It was not a large space, though the entrance was wide and open to the courtyard. The four of them gathered around the tiled basin into which the waters of the sacred spring trickled from the back of the sanctuary. Ginger made up a quick prayer to the goddess of the water and to the new God of the cross and when she was done with the blessing they got down to business.
 
         The guardsman did not wait for his lord to speak. “Can we make this quick? With the crowds coming in—”
 
         “We need a new war leader,” Lord Ched said, cutting him off. He looked around the gathering, expression hard, daring them to argue. “Right now. This very day would be good. Do you want the job?” he demanded of the guardsman.
 
         A scar ran over the empty socket of the guard’s left eye. He glanced towards the courtyard with his one good eye. They all followed his gaze. The couple was still busy on the altar. Morga’s thighs were wrapped tightly around the year king’s slender waist and the beautiful young man was pistoning away with hard, swift strokes. He was covered with a glowing sheen of sweat, his muscles bulging.
         
 
         Damn, but that boy had stamina!
 
         “He’s perfect,” the guard said. “How could I take his place?”
 
         “He’s not perfect,” Lord Ched said. “He’s an idiot, a fool and a braggart. He pleases my daughter and her belly’s already swelling with a second brat, but he’s useless for anything but fucking.”
 
         “In normal times that would be enough,” the steward spoke up. He rubbed his jaw, the tough stubble on his cheeks made scratching sounds. “I suppose we could go back to the old ways and sacrifice him come the Planting Ceremony instead of just letting the lads wrestle for rights to Morga this year. The gods might like that. The crowd certainly would.”
         
 
         “Morga would not,” Ginger said.
 
         “Nor would I,” added the bishop.
 
         They were both ignored.
 
         “Even if we return to the old ways,” the lord said. “We need someone to replace the year king first. Someone who can fight. Someone who can lead. I’m too old. Morga’s son is still with the wet nurse. Tradition dictates that the year king lead us into battle. A battle is coming, and that boy out there isn’t up to the job.”
 
         All Ginger wanted was a little peace and quiet while trying to find a way home, but the invaders marching up from the coast weren’t likely to leave anyone in peace. Or even alive if the rumours of complete slaughter proved to be true. The whole point of returning to the Dark Ages was to find out what happened, but, on the other hand, she was stuck in the Dark Ages where she didn’t know what happened.
         
 
         At least on a grand, historical scale. She was a board-certified psychic. But her gift only went so far, in certain directions, and after that she was as on her own as anyone else.
 
         She found herself staring at the couple again. They were moaning and thrashing and happily rutting, unaware that the sacred pool was deciding their fate. She didn’t like the year king or bitchy, vain Morga for that matter, but she was struck with a sudden burst of compassion for them.
         
 
         Her thoughts were interrupted quickly enough by Lord Ched. “What shall we do, priestess? Look into the water and tell us what the gods say.”
 
         As she had suspected would happen all along, their fate was in her hands. Oh, she always tried to tell the truth of what she saw in water, but divination was one thing and politics was another. Right now it looked like she was going to have to find the right balance of both.
         
 
         Ginger sighed, but didn’t argue about her duty. She owed the lord of the manor her life as well as understanding his concerns. His world was threatening to fall apart; the people he was sworn to protect were in danger. She gestured for the men to stand back and knelt by the pool. They moved with great alacrity, obviously delighted the decision was in her hands and not theirs. If things turned out wrong later they could always claim that the priestess read the signs incorrectly.
 
         Ginger brushed away any bitterness, in fact she put the men out of her mind altogether with easy practice. She looked into the crystal-clear water, her awareness going far deeper than the eight-inch depth of the pool. As always, she was amazed at how quickly her perceptions attuned to the energies present at this energy nexus.
         
 
         From a long way away she heard herself ask, “Question?”
 
         From even farther away the lord’s voice came to her in an echoing whisper, “Who shall lead my people to war?”
         
 
         Almost instantly a face appeared on the surface of the pool, though Ginger was aware she was the only one who could see it. A pair of piercing green eyes caught hers and she gasped, for she was certain that he could see her as clearly as she saw him. Nothing like this had ever happened before. “I see visions, I don’t make contact.”
 
         “That’s not my fault, is it?” his rough, deep voice answered. “Who are you? Where are you?” he demanded.
 
         His gaze ate her alive but all she could do was continue to stare. She wanted to fall into the vision, into him, wanted him to fall into her. She wanted him the way a woman wanted a man and her body burned with a sudden need. She wanted his hands on her, all over her, though she knew they would be calloused from years of sword work. She wanted his mouth hard on hers. She wanted his cock thrusting between her thighs. She wanted possession – and to take.
 
         He was as handsome as any year king should be, but for a small scar on one cheek. He couldn’t be the man the lord wanted, then, for a year king must be perfect.
 
         A crowd of men suddenly appeared behind the stranger’s wide shoulders. They were a rough and dangerous-looking lot, with travel-stained clothes and heavy packs.
 
         “Mercenaries,” she said. He was their leader, the alpha among a pack of hungry wolves.
         
 
         “Wolves mate for life,” he said, then shook his head hard. His words made no more sense to him than they did to her.
 
         “What do you see?” Ched’s anxious voice came to her.
 
         The question drew her away from the vision, but it was a sense of urgency that drew her to her feet. “He’s here,” she said. “Now. At the gate.”
 
         
             

         
 
         “What did you say, sir?”
 
         Bern felt the weight of Sergeant Kaye’s hand on his shoulder as the world came back into focus. “I hate it when that happens,” he muttered. He frowned, and the sergeant stepped back. “Was I just talking to somebody, Kaye?”
 
         “You spoke,” Kaye answered. He glanced at the rest of the team, who were spread out across the road. “But you weren’t talking to any of us.”
 
         “I was afraid of that.”
 
         Bern’s rating on the psychic scale was a lowly little three, enough to get him transferred into the TTP’s security force but not high enough to really interfere with his leading a normal, sane life. Except sometimes he heard voices, or had a flash of intuition. He’d learned to listen to the voices and trust his gut feelings. He’d just had one of those flashes though he couldn’t remember the details – but it was an area lower down his gut that was demanding he pay attention.
 
         “Something’s up,” he said. And in more ways than one.
 
         He studied the lie of the land while he got the erection under control. It was spring, very close to the major seasonal fertility festival and the road they were on led to one of the holy sites scattered all over the southern part of the island. This particular temple to the local mother goddess was located on private property, and the pilgrims were camping out in cow pastures on either side of the road. The manor at the top of the hill had been built by a wealthy Roman colonist, but the local chieftain had taken over after the Romans abandoned all their foreign outposts a generation ago. Bern didn’t care about the festival, but it was a good cover for checking out the place.
         
 
         His holo map pinpointed this as one of the nexus locations and, despite growing doubts that any of them were going provide enough energy to work, it was his duty to check it out. Finding the right door back to the future was only the second half of his assignment. The first part was search and rescue for the science team that had disappeared six months before his unit got the order to look for them. In his opinion it had been stupid to send the eggheads back in time without a whole team of sensible people to keep them out of trouble. The whole thing had been fucked from the get-go. This was the farthest back anyone had tried to travel, and to a time period very little was known about. It was no wonder everything had gone wrong – twice.
         
 
         He gestured towards the crudely built wooden palisade surrounding the estate buildings. “Let’s go see if we can get a look at what’s inside.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ginger was used to the world around her going fuzzy and faded, but she realized a moment before she fainted that this time it was because she’d been holding her breath for far too long while standing behind the men waiting at the gate. When the gate opened, she simply blacked out, just as the man from her vision walked in. Their gazes met for a moment, and then everything went dark.
 
         It was ridiculous, and she was so embarrassed that she scrunched her eyes tightly closed when she woke up, not wanting the person holding her to know that she’d come round. Those strong arms were his, weren’t they? Her head rested against a broad, hard chest, and warmth and male scent engulfed her. Awareness of him sent a wave of warmth through her, pooling deep in her belly. Her nipples stiffened, scraping against the cloth of her dress, and her breasts grew heavy.
 
         “Oh, my,” she whispered. Without any volition, her hand came up to stroke his strong, stubbly jaw.
 
         She could hear his heart rate pick up when she spoke, and the deep sound of his laugh rumbled through his chest. For a moment the arms around her tightened, pressing her body harder against him.
 
         
             

         
 
         Bern liked the weight of the woman in his arms; the touch of the bare skin of her arms and the feel of the rest of her beneath her dress made him ache, made him remember how long it had been since he’d had a woman. It also made him thankful that women didn’t wear underwear in the Dark Ages. And this woman was a perfect fit against him. He liked the softness of her curly red hair tickling his neck and cheek. He wanted to bury his face in her thick hair, then follow the line of her throat all the way down to snuggle between the soft mounds of her breasts. He wanted—
         
 
         Bern gave his head a stern shake. As stimulating as holding her was he didn’t know why he’d rushed into the courtyard and automatically scooped her up off the ground when she fell. They weren’t in the age of chivalry yet, and calling attention to himself and his men was stupid. Keeping a low profile was a matter of policy and survival among TTP teams. He had no idea who this woman was or what she meant to all the men staring at him. Though she did look familiar.
         
 
         When she woke and spoke, he couldn’t help but laugh; it was a triumphant sound, knowing that she was as aware of him as he was of her.
 
         Then Bern realized that the words he’d heard hadn’t been filtered through his translator implant: she’d spoken in English instead of the local lilting Celtic dialect. Now he knew who she was!
 
         Her name was Virginia White, and though he’d never met her in the flesh he’d studied her holo image along with those of all the others on the missing team. Since he already held her, he was tempted to call for his men to cover his withdrawal and run back out the gate in order to ensure her safety now that he’d found her.
 
         Since that wasn’t the smart way to play it, he put her down, letting her body slide slowly down his until her feet touched the ground. She was tall and willowy, her height another clue that she wasn’t from this time.
 
         “You—” he began. But a hand landed on his shoulder and Bern whirled around, hand on sword. “What?” he demanded of the potbellied greybeard before him. The stranger wore a threadbare silk tunic. As silk was a luxury rare in these parts since the Roman withdrawal, Bern guessed this was the local chieftain. “My lord,” he added, with a polite nod.
         
 
         The chieftain’s frown turned into an effusive smile. “You’re quick, I see. Good. Good.” He glanced towards the hand Bern still rested on the pommel of his sword. “Welcome to Ched,” he went on. “Come to worship at the well, have you? Come for the festival?”
 
         Bern nodded. He was aware that Virginia White had moved back into the shadow of an arched doorway. He wanted nothing more than to follow her, but he had to stay in character and deal with the master of the estate first.
 
         Bern brought out a small leather pouch, heavy with gold and handed it over. “Please accept this small gift, in honour of the goddess and your hospitality.”
         
 
         The chieftain beamed, and glanced at Bern’s people – an obvious unit of soldiers that waited by the gate, alert for Bern’s orders. “Those are fine-looking lads you lead.”
 
         “We come in peace for the festival,” Bern hastened to reassure the chieftain. He saw the speculative look in Ched’s eyes and smiled. “But afterwards, our swords are for hire if you are interested.”
 
         He hoped that made him sound like a friendly and useful fellow to the chieftain, just in case his unit needed an excuse to stay on after the festival if he couldn’t find out what Virginia White was up to before then.
 
         Lord Ched’s grin widened. He put his arm around Bern. “Join me for some wine. What’s your name, lad?” he asked as he led Bern into the main hall.
 
         
             

         
 
         Ginger considered going back to her duties at the spring, but curiosity got the better of her. That, and an irresistible craving not to let the man who named himself Bern out of her sight, made her follow the men into the hall. For some reason being close to Bern made her feel as if she were not alone any more, and she needed the nearness after all these months. She knew very well that any attraction to this man was foolish, and not even because intimacy with an indigenous resident was against Project rules. If Lord Ched had his way this dangerous stranger would soon be sharing the bed of his daughter Morga. Jealousy ripped through Ginger at the thought of Morga eagerly spreading her legs for Bern’s cock, but she knew it would be for the best politically. They needed a warrior hero and Bern looked to have all the qualifications for the job.
         
 
         And, Lordy, she liked how he looked, all tall, dark and handsome, with broad shoulders and big hands and the brightest, most beautiful eyes she’d ever seen. There was an aura of steely danger around him that should have scared her to death, but sent fireworks shooting through her instead. He wore a knee-length tunic that left his legs bare, bits of leather body armour and a light woollen cape. Her fingers itched to pull off all those layers and thoroughly explore what she found underneath.
         
 
         Ched sent for Morga, then settled down to explain his plan to Bern over cups of strong wine. Business was usually conducted once the menfolk were well on the way to being drunk.
 
         Ginger stayed in the background to listen and watch, taking a seat among a group of women working on spinning and embroidery. The men were barely into their second libation to the goddess and not yet into proper drinking when Morga came flouncing in. At least she’s dressed, Ginger thought, for the priestess of the Mother frequently went around bare-breasted, and sometimes completely nude. Morga was beautiful, knew it and had no qualms about showing it, even if she wasn’t lying on her back on the holy altar.
         
 
         I live like a nun, Ginger thought, and she gets to whoop it up anywhere, any time.
 
         Until a few minutes ago this hadn’t bothered Ginger a bit, except for the missing sex part. Now she very nearly snarled as Morga caught sight of Bern and made a beeline to sit beside him.
 
         “Daughter,” Lord Ched announced once the girl was snuggled up against Bern’s side, “meet your new husband.”
 
         Morga bounded to her feet. So did Bern.
 
         “What?” Morga screamed.
 
         “What?” Bern echoed.
 
         His voice was quite calm, but anger crackled off him. For some reason this dichotomy sent hot shivers through Ginger. And several of the older women gave each other knowing looks as well.
 
         Morga gave Bern another once-over, and her lips curled in disdain. “I don’t mind a bit of flirting, but I like the husband I’ve got,” she told her father.
 
         Lord Ched banged a fist on the table. “You’ll take the man I choose.”
 
         “The goddess chose for me already.”
 
         “Your year king has already reigned too long. When this warrior challenges, the younger man will lose. Be prepared for it – be prepared to do your duty by your father, your goddess and your people.” He gestured towards Bern. “Now, be a proper priestess and take this fine bear of a man off to the bath.”
 
         “You sound like a Roman,” the girl complained. “But this land is Celt again. And I’ll do no such thing as bathe a stranger.” She looked around haughtily, and pointed to Ginger. “There’s a priestess who obeys you. Let her service this great bear of yours.”
 
         And, with that pronouncement, she flounced back out again – leaving everyone staring at Ginger.
 
         Bern’s initial impulse was to protest all this nonsense about marriage, and bathing with buxom young women, but he let it go when the girl suggested Virginia White as her replacement. It would be a good way to get White alone.
         
 
         “Good idea!” he exclaimed, and stepped forwards to drag the missing TTP team member out of the crowd, his hand tight around her slender wrist. She looked at him with eyes wide with fright, and he had to fight off laughter as he caught an impression of her thinking about having a barbarian in her bathtub. He also noticed that she wasn’t completely opposed to the idea as warmth spread between them from where they touched.
         
 
         Hmmm … maybe they could turn this ridiculous situation into a bit of mutual fun. He was sure he’d communicated his moment of thoughtless lust from the contact of skin against skin because he noticed how her nipples hardened beneath the fabric of her dress.
 
         “What are you waiting for, priestess?” the chieftain demanded. “Show the man the hospitality he deserves!”
 
         “Come along,” Bern said, and dragged White along with him out of the hall.
 
         Once out in the courtyard she got her voice back. “You’re in for a treat, warrior, for the Roman hypocaust is still working and the pool is deep, and hot. The baths draw as many visitors as the sacred spring, increasing the lord’s prestige and—”
 
         “I’m not interested in a hot bath.”
 
         She sniffed and wrinkled her pretty nose. “You should be.”
 
         He laughed. “I guess I am a bit ripe from a few days on the road. My tunic could probably use burning, besides.”
 
         “Where I come from that would be breaking a law against polluting the air.”
         
 
         For a moment he’d let attraction get in the way of professionalism. This reminder that she was no local priestess brought Bern back to his duty. “Lead on to this bathhouse,” he growled.
         
 
         Even with business uppermost in his mind, he couldn’t help but appreciate the fine, pert shape of her ass, or the feminine sway of her hips as she walked ahead of him. He feared his body was going to overwhelm his brain at any moment.
 
         Ginger was aware of the rough soldier’s gaze. His intense energy devoured her and left her smouldering. She’d never been so instantly and dangerously attracted to a man before. All the recommendations about indigenous relations were overruled by the demands of her body. She didn’t think she’d be able to keep her hands off this guy. In fact, to keep up her cover as a priestess she didn’t have any choice but to scrape his naked body down with scented oil and rinse him off, now did she?
         
 
         She grinned with anticipation as they entered the bath. But her grin was wiped away and replaced with a surge of fear an instant after they stepped into the room.
 
         He grabbed her shoulders and spun her to face him. At the same time he growled, “Out!” to the pair of waiting bath attendants. She heard the slap of their bare feet on the mosaic as they hurried out.
 
         “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded the moment they were alone.
 
         “Only what my lord order—” Then she realized. “You’re speaking English!”
         
 
         On a burst of sheer relief she grabbed him and kissed him. It took only an instant for relief to flash into pure lust.
 
         What was a man to do when a woman flung herself against him and soft lips pressed against his own? Bern didn’t care what anyone else might do when her hips ground enticingly against his. His cock took over the thinking for him and he grabbed her ass and pulled her closer. Her mouth was delicious, and his tongue delved possessively into the sweet warmth. Her breasts pushed against his chest and he brought a hand up to cup the soft roundness and stroked a thumb across the hard nipple he could feel beneath her dress. He’d never wanted anyone so much or so quickly. He picked her up and tossed her into the water, then took only a moment to unfasten his sword belt and toss off his leather armour before jumping in after her.
 
         Though she was fully clothed the wet dress clung to her body and outlined her breasts and hips in a way Bern found utterly sexy. She shook her head, flinging water out of her thick red curls.
 
         “People generally get undressed before bathing,” she said.
 
         “And before sex, too.”
 
         She laughed, and reached below the water to grab on to her soaked skirt. “Wet wool,” she muttered. “Now I smell like a sheep.” She gave him a leering once-over. “Does that make you a ram?”
 
         She was holding the dress up around her thighs; he caught a glimpse of pale skin through the steaming water. “Don’t stop now,” he urged her. He wanted her naked.
 
         She inched up the skirt some more and he caught a glimpse of springy, carrot-red curls at the juncture of milky pale thighs.
 
         “Oh Lord,” he groaned as his cock stiffened further. He splashed through the waist-deep pool and grabbed her around the waist. “Don’t tease me, woman.”
 
         She threw back her head and laughed, and he took the opportunity to kiss the base of her throat then run his tongue across the tops of her breasts.
         
 
         “Help me,” she said. “This thing weighs a ton.”
 
         It took him a moment to realize that she was talking about her wet dress, but once he caught on he grabbed a double handful of soaking wool and yanked, while she pulled and squirmed, and soon he had her as naked as he wanted her. The water gave her skin a translucent shine.
 
         “You look like milk in moonlight,” he said. Then he remembered her name. White. “You look like your name, Dr Virginia White.”
 
         “Ginger,” she answered instantly. “No one calls me Virgin – of course around here no one calls me Ginger, either.”
 
         He ran his hands up and down her flanks, pausing to cup the weight of her breasts before continuing to stroke her waist and hips and the outside of her thighs. “What do they call you if not Virgin?”
 
         She drew back, lifting her head haughtily, or as haughtily as a panting, horny woman could. “Priestess,” she answered. “Or the Lady of the White Bird Spring when they’re being formal.”
 
         He needed to know how she’d gotten separated from her team, how she’d gotten here, and why she was part of the indigenous power structure. But he needed something else even more right now.
 
         He pressed his hips against her, his cock straining against her belly. “Touch me,” he demanded. He circled her nipples with his thumbs.
 
         She found the hem of his tunic and pulled it above his hips. Once his cock was free her fingers closed around the base and stroked him slowly from his balls to the throbbing tip. Ginger loved the heat of his penis, the weight and thickness of it, the velvet over steel feel of it in her hand. She wanted it buried deep inside her body. Needed it.
 
         She backed up a few steps to the edge of pool, bringing him with her as she continued to caress his penis and balls.
 
         When they reached the side he cupped her ass and lifted her on to the mosaic edge. She tilted backwards on her arms and spread her legs. He kissed her belly and laved her navel with his tongue. Then his head moved down between her legs, where he found her clit and licked and nibbled the swollen nub. She came almost instantly, her hips bucking and her thighs clamping tight around his head as his mouth continued to explore her pussy with amazing skill and dexterity.
 
         “Damn!” she shouted, and slapped her hands against the wet tiles. “More,” she begged.
         
 
         He lifted his head and gazed at her up the length of her body. “More?” His voice was low, and full of teasing promise.
 
         Ginger arched her back, raising her body imploringly. “More.”
 
         She scooted backwards and he lifted himself out of the water. The length of his swollen cock swayed out in front of him. When he knelt over her she grasped it and guided him to the hungry wet entrance of her pussy. He filled her in one hard thrust.
 
         The walls of her vagina closed tightly around him and Bern revelled in the pleasure of being within the grasp of her sweet heat. The salty, tangy taste of her sex lingered on his tongue and he bent his head to kiss her and share it with her. She moaned against his mouth, her tongue eagerly exploring his mouth. Her hands moved over his back and ass. She played with his balls, and teased the opening of his anus with one clever finger. His hips flexed involuntarily. Her inner muscles rippled around his erection and from that point on he was lost in pounding, pulsing sensation.
         
 
         He lay on top of her for a long time afterwards, unwilling to move away from the feel of her soft breasts and the scent of her skin. He didn’t know why, but the sound of her heartbeat against his ear made him feel like he was home.
 
         Then she giggled and the sound brought Bern back into the here and now. He lifted his head to look at her. “What?”
 
         “Lord Ched sent me in here with you to make Morga jealous. She’d really be jealous if she knew what we’ve been doing.”
 
         “What’s with the chieftain wanting me to marry his daughter?” Bern asked.
 
         “I suppose that’s my fault,” she answered. “He’s looking for a warrior to replace the year king, and I saw you in the well. So—”
 
         “I think we’ve both been in the past too long,” he said. “Because what you just said seems to make sense to you, and it almost makes sense to me.”
 
         Tears suddenly welled in her big blue eyes. She reached out and stroked his temples and brushed hair off his forehead. “You’re really from my time.” The relief in her voice bordered on worship.
 
         He wiped away her tears, then kissed her cheeks, leaving the taste of salt on his tongue.
 
         “You’re not from my team,” she said. “I would have remembered you. How do you know my name? What are you doing here?”
         
 
         He should have explained to her already. He should have gotten a debriefing from her. Duty should have come before sex. He’d never been hit so hard and fast and recklessly by lust before.
         
 
         “I wanted you the moment I saw you in the vision, maybe I communicated my lust through a psychic link to you,” she explained.
 
         “I wanted you the instant I saw you as well, and stop reading my mind,” he added.
 
         “I get more impressions than actual thoughts from people. My gift is for scrying with water energy.”
 
         “Right,” he answered. He knew that about her.
 
         Frankly he wasn’t all that comfortable with a scientific/military project needing to use psychics even if he was a low-level one. But the nature of time travel had turned out to need people whose minds worked on a different frequency than the majority of people’s. No matter how much data time travellers collected on jaunts into the past, it was only the travellers with psychic gifts that were able to remember the actual experiences of the journey. So, Project teams took back all sorts of recording equipment, and that included the inclusion of a psychic to serve as a living, subjective memory of the events that were encountered.
 
         Psychics also came along to study the energy nexuses, the doors as it were, where travellers could enter and leave different times. The scientists in charge of the TTP didn’t approve of this use of psychic talent, it just wasn’t scientific enough for them, but the people in charge of funding the project insisted on using every available research tool. Besides, as far as anyone could explain the process of time travel, it still seemed a hell of a lot more like magic than it did science.
 
         “We ought to put on our clothes and get down to business,” he said. He was still half-dressed. He got up and adjusted his tunic, then helped the lovely naked woman to her feet. “Sorry about soaking your dress.”
         
 
         “It needs a spring wash anyway,” she answered. She picked up the sodden lump of cloth on the edge of the pool and began wringing it out into the bath water. “Give me a hand,” she said, and together they managed to wind the dress tight enough to squeeze out most of the water. The whole time they worked Bern couldn’t keep his eyes off her.
         
 
         “You’ve got great tits,” he told her. They were large and round and just as pale as the rest of her fine skin, but for the lovely dark circles of her large nipples. Nipples that grew peaked and hard when she noticed him looking at her. He grinned as a flush spread across her chest and throat. It wasn’t only a smile that rose as he watched her.
         
 
         “Ginger White, stop making me hard,” he ordered teasingly.
 
         She snatched her dress out of his hands. “I think maybe you’d better help me on with this.”
 
         He stepped close and ran his hands over her on the pretext of helping her manoeuvre the wet dress. She was cool to the touch, but she went warm where he touched.
 
         “You feel like satin,” he told her.
 
         She smiled, and the blush spread to her cheeks, but she moved away from him and quickly finished dressing.
 
         When she was done, she said, “Now that we’re wet as drowned rats I suppose I should point out that what we did was a very un-Roman way of taking a bath.”
 
         “We weren’t bathing, darlin’,” he reminded her. “We were fucking.”
 
         “Yes, well – is your name really Bern?” she asked, suddenly anxious. “When are you from? Do you know what happened to the rest of my team? How did you find me? Where’s the nexus? When can we go home?”
 
         Bern held up his hands to halt her rush of words. “I’ll answer yours if you’ll answer mine.” He spotted a stone bench against the wall and led her over to it. Once seated, he held her hands in his as they sat facing each other. “My team was sent out six months after yours, specifically to search for your team. When we came in through the Tintagel nexus it crashed behind us.”
 
         “Now your team is missing as well?”
 
         He nodded. “At least the team all came through together. The theory is that some kind of hiccup in the time/dimensional energy field scattered your team in transit—”
 
         “So that we all came through at different nexus points,” she finished. “I’m no physicist but I’ve managed to figure that out on my own.” She gave his hands a sympathetic squeeze. “So your team’s as lost here as we are.”
 
         “Yeah. But we still had our mission. Along with hunting for your people we’ve been searching for a working exit point, but no luck yet with that. It hasn’t been easy, since the energy hiccup shorted out most of your team’s ID transponders. So far you’re only the second team member we’ve found alive.”
 
         “Who else have you found?”
 
         “Sergeant Kaye.”
         
 
         “Thank goodness! I’ve been so worried about them.” Then she blanched. “You’ve found others – dead?”
 
         He nodded. “We found Dr Bohrs’ grave outside a village near Aquae Sulis. Gwayne had been enslaved on a Saxon farmstead on the coast. We got him out of the place alive, but he caught an arrow in the throat when we ran into a raiding party the next day.”
 
         “Damned Saxon invaders,” she muttered.
 
         “You’ve been hanging with the indigenous folks too long. Remember that the Saxons are supposed to have taken over the island after the Romans left.”
 
         “Yes, but the incursion seems to be happening far quicker than historians always supposed. There should be some factor slowing them down, giving the Roman influences that have overlaid the Celtic base culture time to fade. If the Saxons aren’t halted soon the world we come from won’t get a chance to develop. I’ve been starting to believe that maybe I’d transported into one of those alternate worlds the theorists worry about.”
 
         “I didn’t think you were your team’s historian.”
 
         “Nah, I’m just an Anglophile.”
 
         “Me, I just go where I’m sent and do what I’m told to do. And how is it you ended up as the local priestess?”
 
         She looked down sheepishly, before looking him in the eye again. “I know such direct involvement with the locals is against the rules, but sometimes fate gets in the way of perfectly good intentions. I’m lucky that the holy spring’s point of origin is in the woods behind the shrine and that’s the nexus where I came through. The Romans channelled the spring into the sanctuary pool when they built the villa. So it was easier for the inhabitants to believe that I was the only survivor of a band of pilgrims attacked by bandits when I wandered bloody and burned out of the woods than it would have been if I’d appeared out of a blaze of light in the fountain.”
 
         She paused to take a deep breath, and Bern jumped in. “I understand how you arrived here, but how did you end up working for the chieftain?”
         
 
         She shrugged. “A girl’s got to eat.”
 
         “So, you decided to save yourself instead of searching for the rest of your team?”
 
         She pulled her hands from his, and tapped a finger on her forehead. “How would I do that without any computer equipment? I’m too high level on the psi chart for any implant but the wrist chip.”
         
 
         “Right. Sorry,”
         
 
         “I’ve tried scrying to hunt for them, but I’ve never seen anything.”
 
         “Because seers don’t see things connected with themselves.”
 
         “At least not often. I thought about striking out on my own after they nursed me back to health, but it was the dead of winter, and there are plenty of bandits and barbarians outside Lord Ched’s rather flimsy walls. Since this was the only safe place, I set about proving my usefulness so I could stay. The sanctuary hadn’t had a resident seer for a long time, so I used my scrying abilities and got the job. Having a real fortune-teller at the holy spring increases the prestige and fame of the place. Which means a larger gathering of pilgrims bringing rich offerings for the goddess, and greater wealth for Lord Ched, at this year’s fertility festival. Unfortunately, he’s decided that the fertility part of the festivities needs a bit of rearranging, and that’s where you come in.”
         
 
         Bern thought about what he knew of the local customs, politics and religious practices, and concluded, “The chieftain wants a warrior to challenge the year king at tonight’s ceremony.”
 
         She nodded.
 
         He grimaced. “Ah, crap, he wants me to kill some kid for the right to fuck his daughter.”
 
         “And become the local war leader. He wants you to stop the Saxons.” Ginger cleared her throat, and gave him an embarrassed smile. “This is my fault, really – I told him I saw you in the water when he asked who would be the next year king.”
 
         Bern shot to his feet. “Oh, for crying out loud, woman! I’ve got better things to do than interfere in local problems!” He pointed at her. “Rescuing you, for example, is more important.”
 
         She jumped up to face him. “Hey, I just report what the water shows me.”
 
         “You couldn’t lie sometimes?”
 
         “It’s not like I knew who you were when I saw you. It’s not my fault you’re fated to be king! And sleep with Morga,” she added.
 
         He heard the jealousy in her voice, and he liked it. He noticed that they’d moved close together while they argued, and that arguing with her was arousing him all over again. The attraction between them was strong and hot, and driving him crazy. Being crazy was no way to run an op. Knowing that didn’t stop him from putting his hands on her hips.
         
 
         “There you are!” Lord Ched’s voice boomed behind them before he could pull Ginger into his arms.
 
         They turned to face the chieftain, and the trio of men that followed him into the bathhouse. Ched had a smile plastered on his face, but there was anger in his eyes. His hand was on the pommel of a dagger on his belt. Bern had been prepared to tell the man he had no interest in his game of kings and priestesses, but decided this might not be the right time to assert his opinions in the matter.
         
 
         “What’s wrong?” he asked instead. He put his arm protectively around Ginger’s shoulders. He was aware of the way she leaned into him all down the length of his body.
 
         “You’re a clever one,” Ched said, nodding approvingly.
 
         “I know trouble when I see it.”
 
         His impulse was to gather his squad and see what was going on for himself, but he waited for an explanation. Even if the Saxons were attacking the gates it wasn’t his problem unless the team he’d been sent to save was in immediate danger. He was not in charge of the indigenous situation here, and wasn’t going to be despite the chieftain’s plans or Ginger’s visions.
 
         Ched cleared his throat, and Bern realized he was embarrassed. “It’s something to do with your daughter, isn’t it?”
 
         “Morga’s run off,” Ched blurted out. “And the year king ran with her.”
 
         “But she’s the Mother’s priestess!” Ginger gasped. “And he’s—”
 
         “You’ve been spending too much time with the locals,” Bern whispered to her in English. “A pair of runaways is not our problem.”
 
         “But the ceremony is tonight.”
 
         Ched might not have understood what Ginger said, but he obviously recognized the desperation in her tone. “You see the problem, don’t you, Lady of the Spring? Oh, we could raise the hue and cry and go after those foolish children. But if we drag them back I’ll have to execute my own daughter to appease the crowd gathered for the festival. If the lad’s not man enough to face you, it would offend your honour to hunt him down,” he said to Bern. “Besides, you have more important things to concern you than a coward who doesn’t deserve even to lose a fight to you.”
         
 
         “But what about the ceremony?” a one-eyed man asked. “Tradition—”
 
         “We’ve changed tradition before,” Ched said, cutting him off. He looked at one of the other men, a wizened, white-bearded fellow in rough brown robes. “Haven’t we, Bishop Myrdyn?”
 
         The old man was carrying a gnarled staff, and reminded Bern of Gandalf.
         
 
         “You’re not thinking of giving up your heathen fertility festival, are you?” the old man asked.
 
         “Of course not!” Ched answered. “The people would riot for sure if we changed custom that far.”
 
         “There you go again – you promise to change your pagan ways, but you always find a way out of your promises.”
 
         “Didn’t I say I’d let you baptize as many folk as wanted it tomorrow morning? And in our own sacred pool?”
         
 
         “That you did,” the Christian cleric conceded. He tugged thoughtfully on his ear lobe. “Once the people are sated and sore from the sex, and their heads are splitting from too much drink, I’ll preach a sermon that will lure them to save their souls from the great sins they’re going to commit this night. You’ll make a fine year king,” he added, looking Bern over. “I’ll give my blessing to that.”
 
         “But we need a priestess for the king to mate with,” the one-eyed man insisted. “The crops will wither without the spring mating.”
 
         “Well, if I’m going to turn the pool into a baptismal fount, it won’t need a priestess any more, will it?” the bishop said, eyeing Ginger critically. He pointed at her. “Use this priestess instead of the one that’s run off.”
 
         “Good idea,” Lord Ched said, clapping Myrdyn on the shoulder. “One priestess is as good as another in the eyes of the goddess.”
         
 
         “But I’m not a virgin,” Ginger blurted. “The priestess of the Mother must be a virgin when she lies with her first year king.”
 
         “Don’t encourage them,” Bern complained. Then he realized where she was going with this and spoke loudly. “We can’t offend the goddess. I’m no virgin, either.”
 
         “Oh, that’s all right,” Lord Ched dismissed them. “The goddess won’t mind.” He waved his hand dismissively. “You were both virgins, once, after all. It’s virility and fertility that matter most. You’ll both do. I’m glad that’s settled.” He began to turn away.
 
         “But I don’t want to be king,” Bern pointed out.
 
         “What man doesn’t want to be king?” Ched said, turning back. His expression turned hard. “Especially when the choice is between becoming king or going to the goddess with the priestess and all of your men sacrificed inside the burning belly of the wicker man?”
 
         “Sex or death,” Myrdyn said. “Either way, the crowd will be entertained.”
 
         Bern had seen the piles of kindling and a crudely woven straw statue in a field on his way into the stockade. He knew that criminals were often burned alive inside such structures during the spring fire festival. Lord Ched could probably get the mob angry enough at missing out on the orgy to attack his team. The ensuing massacre wouldn’t look good on Bern’s record. And there was the chance that some of his people could get hurt. He wasn’t ready to risk any of them, especially Ginger, when there was another solution.
         
 
         It wasn’t like he minded having sex with Ginger White.
 
         Besides, they could sneak off among the departing pilgrims after the festival, and get on with searching for a working nexus without any muss or fuss.
 
         “King it is then,” Bern said with a grin.
 
         “Good,” Lord Ched said, and he and his people marched away.
 
         When they were gone, the horrified Ginger asked, “Now what are we going to do?”
 
         Bern was still grinning as he took her in his arms. “Why, rehearse for the fertility ceremony, of course.”
 
         She took him to her room, and firmly closed the door behind them. “You can’t really mean to go through with this,” she said once they were alone. “Not that I have anything against public displays of fornication, per se – it’s just that I don’t think I’m up to being the star attraction in the local spring pageant.”
 
         “Sex show,” he interpreted. “Do we really have a choice?”
 
         She put her hands over her face. “Don’t be so pragmatic.” She peered at him between her fingers. “You’ll have to wear a pair of stag horns, you know.”
 
         He grimaced. “And what will you be wearing?”
 
         “Not a damn thing.”
 
         The grimace turned into a grin. “I can live with that.”
 
         “Yes, but—”
 
         “My name’s Andrew.” He picked her up and carried her towards the narrow bed. “Colonel Andrew Bern. Just Bern to everybody.” He kissed her before adding, “I thought we ought to be formally introduced.”
 
         She twined her arms around his neck. “Nice name. Kiss me again.”
 
         “All over,” he promised, and set her down.
 
         They took a few moments to help each other take off their damp clothing, then fell together on to the bed.
 
         “You make me so horny I can’t stand it,” he told her as she pushed him on to his back and straddled him. He reached up to stroke her breasts.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Her back arched at the touch. Unbelievable heat rushed through her. For a moment everything but sensation went away. She could do this forever. But could she do it with anyone else looking?
 
         The thought brought her back to reality.
 
         “Oh, crap,” she said. “I can’t do this in public!”
 
         When she tried to bolt off of him he grasped her waist and held on tight. “Look at me,” he ordered. “Just look at me and we can do anything – together.”
 
         She’d just met this man. Why should she believe in him? But when she looked into his eyes, she did.
 
         Those eyes were full of fire and passion that was just for her.
 
         He took his hands away from her, and she moaned at the loss of his touch.
 
         He responded with a deep, arrogant chuckle, and she responded to that by leaning forwards and nipping him lightly on the shoulder.
 
         “Mean woman,” he murmured, and ran his hands through her tangled hair.
 
         Then she licked the spot she’d bitten, tasting the tang of fresh sweat. She breathed deeply, and kissed and licked her way across his throat while revelling in the male scent and heat of his naked body as he caressed her back and butt. His muscles were gloriously hard and sculpted. She sat up and ran her hands across his wide chest and down his flat belly.
 
         “Look at me,” he said again. This time his voice was rough with need.
 
         When she did he turned her on to her back. His gaze never left hers as he urged her legs wide and guided his cock deep inside her. She rose to meet him, inner muscles closing around the hard, hot length that filled her. Soon his eyes, and the fire growing as they moved together was all there was in the world. Then even they were gone and only the fire remained.

         
             

         
 
         “They’ve changed the rules because of the growing Christian influence. You won’t have to kill anyone if you’re challenged,” Ginger explained. “We’re in luck, because one of the local boys might fight you for Morga, but not over me.”
         
 
         “What? You don’t want to have two knights fighting a tourney for my lady’s hand?”
         
 
         “Hell, no.” She snorted. “And it’s not my hand that’s up for grabs.” The part of her she referred to was still thrumming from what they’d been doing – for the third time – but hadn’t had a chance to finish when they were called from her room for the ceremony.
 
         “The only person that’s going to be grabbing you anywhere is me.”
 
         She sighed and batted her eyelashes at him. “You’re so romantic, Colonel Bern.”
 
         “It’s not about romance, darlin’, it’s about sex.” He squeezed her hand. “Are you sure you can go through with this?”
 
         “No. You?”
 
         “Me neither. Remember, all you have to do is look into my eyes and we’ll be alone,” he reminded her, sounding more confident after confessing he was as nervous as she was.
 
         “And you look into mine.”
 
         “Good plan.”
 
         Night had fallen, sacred fires were lit, and hundreds of pilgrims were waiting within their glow just outside the front of the estate. The ceremony was ready to begin,
 
         “I wasn’t this nervous at my wedding,” Bern confided. “Or my divorce hearing.”
 
         Ginger rounded on him. “You’re married?”
 
         “Was,” he answered.
 
         “You might have mentioned this earlier.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Men.” She spat the word like a curse.
 
         He put his hands on the nervous woman’s shoulders. “Don’t go off on me, OK?”
 
         “I do not have sex with married men.”
 
         “Then you’re in luck, because I’m not married.”
 
         “Right. Divorced. Sorry.” She rested her forehead against his bare chest. “I am so nervous that I don’t know what I’m saying or doing.”
 
         “You look beautiful,” he told her. “Like the bride of the summer god ought to look.”
 
         They had braided spring flowers into her thick red curls, and she was wearing Morga’s most diaphanous white silk dress. He was wearing a doeskin loincloth. He had to claim the Summer King’s sword, then be acclaimed by the people. After that they’d get naked and down to business.
         
 
         Tightly holding hands they made their way through the watching crowd to where Lord Ched stood between two widely spaced bonfires. Ginger made herself look straight ahead, but she was deeply aware of the expectant mood of the hundreds of watching people. She made herself believe that Bern was the only thing that was real and everything else was a dream. She wasn’t completely successful, but concentrating on the feel of him where his skin touched hers did help. Being near him truly did make her body ripe with need.
 
         When they reached the chieftain, Ched held up a richly decorated sword and shouted, “Behold your priestess and her new Summer King!” While the crowd cheered, Ched plunged the tip of the sword into the soft, spring earth.
         
 
         “Now what?” Bern whispered to Ginger.
 
         “You say something about accepting the kingship for the love of the Mother and the fertility of the land, and pull the sword from the ground.”
 
         “OK, then.” He began to step forwards, hand out to take the hilt of the sacred blade.
 
         “Wait!” a man shouted from the crowd before Bern could touch the sword.
 
         “Now, what?” Bern complained, turning towards the man who came rushing forwards.
 
         “I challenge!” the man shouted, coming up to glare face to face with Bern.
 
         “Oh, crap,” Ginger muttered. “I forgot about Lanc.”
 
         “Who the hell is Lanc?” Bern demanded.
 
         She pointed at the broad-shouldered, dark-haired man. “Oh, he’s this Druid from Brittany that’s been trying to get me to run off with him.”
 
         Bern rounded on her. “What? You weren’t going to mention that there’s this other guy?”
 
         “You’re jealous.”
 
         “Yes!”
 
         She grinned. “Oh, that’s so cute.”
 
         “I challenge!” Lanc shouted again. “Fight me for your kingship!”
 
         Bern gestured at the challenger. “Hold on, I’ll be right with you. What is this guy to you?” he demanded of Ginger.
 
         “Nothing. He’s one of a group of Druids going around trying to recruit psychics to come back to Brittany. They’re trying to keep the old religion alive back home.”
         
 
         “So, he doesn’t want to have sex with you?”
 
         “Not as far as I—”
 
         “Yes, I do!” Lanc cut her off.
 
         “Oh, stop it,” Ginger told him.
 
         “Fight me for her!” Lanc insisted. The crowd was beginning to shout for the battle to begin as well.
 
         “OK,” Bern said, and turned around and hit the man in the jaw.
 
         
             

         
 
         Lanc went down, but was up again almost instantly.
 
         Bern took a step back and smiled, glad that the opposition had some fight in him. It was barbaric, but he was glad to have some competition so he could properly claim the woman as his. Deep in his gut, deep in his heart, he knew Ginger was a woman worth fighting for.
 
         The Druid was a big, fit guy with some hand-to-hand skills. They sparred against each other, flesh and muscle straining, moving through firelight and shadow while the crowd cheered and shouted. Sweat stung Bern’s eyes, and he tasted blood when Lanc got past his guard once to strike him in the face. Excitement built deep in Bern’s gut and the clarity that only came with combat focused his whole attention on the struggle.
 
         For a while he forgot the purpose of the challenge while he concentrated deeply on the fight. Then he caught sight of Ginger. She was flushed and her eyes were bright with excitement, which sent a zing of lust straight to Bern’s groin. But her arms were tensely crossed, and she also looked annoyed.
 
         “Enjoying yourself?” she called sarcastically when she had his attention.
 
         The momentary distraction almost cost him but he caught Lanc’s sudden kick out of the corner of his eye and quickly countered, though he ended up with a hard foot grazing his thigh as he turned. He returned the favour with a hard kick to Lanc’s solar plexus, which brought the man down. When Lanc tried to struggle up, Bern knocked him unconscious.
 
         Ginger rushed up to him. “Are you all right?”
 
         “Oh, yeah.” He grinned, and kissed her, pulling her tightly against him. The loincloth left nothing to her imagination about how he was feeling. He was vaguely aware of the cheering crowd.
 
         Her hand brushed against the erection straining against the soft leather. Then she prised herself out of his tight embrace. “Not yet.”
         
 
         “Oh, come on!” he complained. But he understood when she pointed towards the sword buried in the ground. He laughed. “Right. Well, at least I don’t have to pull it out of a stone.”
 
         She looked at him strangely, and asked, “Doesn’t Bern mean ‘Bear’?”
 
         “Yeah …” He waved the question aside and quickly crossed to the sword. Bits of earth clung to the blade as he pulled it out and held it up for all to see. He waited for the cheering to die down, then shouted, “For Britain and the White Lady!”
 
         The roar this time was deafening.
 
         “Must have sounded good,” he murmured.
 
         Ched came up to them, took Ginger by the hand. A trio of young women accompanied him. One of the girls held a staghorn headdress. The girls made quick work of stripping off his and Ginger’s clothes.
         
 
         After fastening the headdress on Bern, Ched turned to the crowd and proclaimed, “Behold the Queen and King of Summer whose mating brings fertility to the land! Let the festival begin!”
 
         “I don’t think—”Ginger started.
 
         But this was no time for thinking and Bern wasn’t going to let her get started. He swung his naked lover up into his arms and covered her mouth with his. While his tongue probed inside that sweet, responsive warmth he carried her to the cloth-covered mound of grass and flowers that was to serve as both bed and altar for them to mate upon.
 
         “Put me down!” she demanded.
 
         “Don’t chicken out on me now,” he pleaded.
 
         
             

         
 
         Ginger laughed wickedly. She remembered his directions to just look at him, but the crowd was the last thing on her mind at the moment. She wanted to taste him, and that was what she did, licking and kissing her way down his throat to his chest and belly. And then, on her knees, she put her lips on the tip of his penis, tasted a drop of pre-come on her tongue.
         
 
         The crowd cheered when she took his cock deep into her mouth. A wave of raw sexual energy washed over her. The lust of the masses shot through her, and she projected it back to the people around them. In that moment the goddess filled her, and she worshipped the god of summer and king of the land with all the fervour and passion due him.
         
 
         Bern’s hips bucked and he tangled his hands in her hair. “God, woman!” he growled as she sucked and licked his hard shaft.
 
         She would have gone on like this until he came, but Bern had other ideas. He pushed her gently away and on to her back on the soft, fragrant pile. He knelt over her, his cock poised at the moist opening of her vagina. He waited while her hips rose pleadingly.
 
         “Now!” she demanded.
 
         But he didn’t move until her gaze finally met his. “The night is just beginning,” he told her.
 
         Then he entered her, and his worship of the goddess began in earnest
 
         
             

         
 
         “Ahem.”
 
         The embarrassed sound, followed by a second voice demanding, “Cover your shame, woman!” was the last thing Ginger expected to hear.
 
         Besides, she wasn’t sure how shame was supposed to be covered, especially when what she felt was marvellous. All right, she was sore and tender in places, and rather hungover, though not in the having-drank-too-much-alcohol way. Who knew too much great sex could make you groggy? Could you have too much great sex?
 
         “Colonel, sir,” the embarrassed voice whispered. “Excuse me for waking you up, but—”
 
         “Rouse yourself, man!” the other voice boomed.
 
         Ginger giggled. “Please don’t,” she murmured. “Not on my account. Not just yet, anyway.”
 
         “What? What?” Bern muttered.
 
         She felt his breath brush her cheek when he spoke, and realized that he was the warm weight lying half on top of her. The cool morning breeze skimmed across the rest of her, teasing one bare nipple to a hard peak. Maybe that was the shame the guy was talking about. Was that any way to talk to the goddess’ own—
         
 
         “Is that you, Dr White?”
 
         Ginger’s eyes flew open and she caught sight of a familiar, concerned face. “Sergeant Kaye?” Oh, good Lord, she was naked in front of a colleague! She didn’t recognize the man standing next to him, but the stranger was frowning down at her with utter disgust written all over his face and tense posture.
 
         “His name’s Percy Perkins, and he’s a jerk,” Bern whispered. He sat up and said, “I hope you brought us some clothes, Kaye.”
         
 
         The sergeant held out the dress Ginger had worn last night, and a long tunic for Bern.
 
         “Of course you realize that I intend to report this infraction,” Percy said.
 
         “Infraction of what?” Bern asked. “There’s no rule against team members fraternizing.”
 
         “You led an orgy! Your disgusting behaviour roused the indigenous population to—”
         
 
         “He didn’t get any, sir,” Kaye put in.
 
         Bern scratched his jaw. “I can see how that might make him cranky.”
 
         “Not to mention being named Percy,” Ginger added. “That alone has to have put the guy in years of therapy. Could you sue your parents for giving you a name like that?” she asked the fuming man. He declined to respond.
 
         “I could use a shave,” Bern said. “And a bath.” He sprang to his feet and helped Ginger up. “How about you, sweetheart?”
 
         “Definitely.”
 
         “Have the team meet us at the bath, Kaye.”
 
         She slipped the white dress over her head, and they walked arm in arm across the field towards the villa, frequently stepping over and around still sleeping revellers. Kaye went off to his assignment, and Percy followed behind them, making the occasional disapproving sound. The morning sun shone down, the sky was blue, the earth was green, birds sang, and Ginger was happier than she’d ever been before. They had the blessing of the goddess, she supposed.
         
 
         They passed the old bishop preaching to a small group of revellers that looked thoroughly hangdog and hungover. Myrdyn gave them a pleasant nod when he saw them.
         
 
         “We must be good for business,” Bern said.
 
         “If he baptizes all those people the energy in the pool is going to be whacked out for days,” Ginger said.
 
         “That is hardly a scientific explanation of a malfunction, Dr White,” Percy complained.
 
         They ignored him.
 
         Once they reached the bathhouse, Ginger led them into the preparation room where scented oils and scrapers were stored. This was where the oil was used to clean a person’s body before they got into the hot water of the bathing pool. Benches lined the walls, and the floor was tiled in a beautiful leaf-patterned mosaic.
         
 
         “This is where I meant to bring you yesterday,” she told Bern.
 
         He pulled her close. They looked into each other’s eyes. “It was worth the detour.”
 
         “You two are being disgusting,” Percy said.
 
         Bern sighed. “You know, this time I think I agree with him.” He let her go.
 
         “We do have work to do,” she said.
 
         “Do I detect some professionalism at last?”
 
         “Shut up, Percy,” Ginger and Bern said together.
 
         “That’s an order,” Bern added.
 
         Ginger took a seat on a bench against the back wall. Within a few minutes Kaye and the rest of the team joined them. Bern allowed his people a few minutes of teasing him before saying, “This is Gareth and Lamorak.”
 
         Ginger smiled. “Of course they are.”
 
         He didn’t understand what amused her, and didn’t ask. “Let’s get down to business.”
 
         “Now that we have recovered Dr White, it’s time to continue surveying the nexus points,” Percy said immediately.
 
         “Percy’s a dowser,” Bern explained to Ginger. “He’s working on a new nexus map. But he hasn’t yet found a spot with enough energy to get us home.”
 
         “It’s hardly my fault that this island is swamped with more energy points than anywhere else on the planet, especially in this area. It was a mistake sending a team this far back, and especially to this geographic area.”
 
         “Yeah, I think we’re all aware of that,” Gareth said. “Since you tell us every chance we get.”
 
         “We have one more man to find,” Lamorak said. “That’s our mission.”
 
         “Finding the exit point is far more important for our own survival,” Percy argued. “We should cut our losses and concentrate on finding a functioning nexus. Perhaps Dr White could conjure up a vision of where we should go,” he added snidely.
 
         “What did I ever do to you?” was Ginger’s response to this rudeness.
 
         Bern liked that she refused to be intimidated by the jerk. “No one gets left behind,” he reminded Percy. “We’re still looking for Owen.”
 
         “But his transpond—” Percy started.
         
 
         “What does your gut tell you, sir?” Kaye jumped in. “You found me—”
 
         “Your transponder was working,” Percy said, cutting him off.
 
         “Intermittently. It was Colonel Bern’s instincts that really found me.”
 
         “Balderdash,” Percy scoffed.
 
         “Does anyone really say ‘balderdash’?” Ginger asked.
 
         “The colonel’s gut led us here and we found Dr White,” Gareth said. “What do you think about Owen, sir?”
 
         Bern considered for a moment, sensing more than thinking. Finally, he said, “I think that most of the population in the area is camped out around this stronghold. If I was Owen, I’d be here too.” He swept his gaze around his team. “Go look for him.”
 
         There were nods, and people turned to leave.
 
         Before he left Percy just had to ask, “And what will you be doing while we’re searching?”
 
         Bern put his arm around Ginger’s shoulders. “I’m going to be standing at the Lady of the White Bird Spring’s side while she seeks a vision to help us find a way home.”
 
         
             

         
 
         “Good, Bishop Myrdyn hasn’t used the place yet,” Ginger said as they entered the empty shrine.
 
         Now she didn’t have to regret insisting that they get cleaned up before coming to the spring. Her skin felt fresh and tingly, and all the aches from strenuous bouts of sex were soothed. Her hair hung in a damp braid down her back, and Bern had shaved.
 
         “If only we had coffee, we could face anything,” she said.
 
         “Find us the right nexus and I’ll buy you your own Starbucks,” he replied.
 
         He wouldn’t be able to do any such thing of course, even if she could somehow pull the right vision out of the sacred pool. It saddened her to know that she would return to her point of origin, and he would return to his, which was six months further along the main timeline than hers. She would remember what happened, and six months later he’d read a report filed by her, and learn what he’d done in the past. It wouldn’t be proper to record their sexual encounters in the official record, even if the dry bureaucratic tone of reports could use spicing up a bit.
 
         “What are you smiling about?” he asked.
 
         “Nothing.” She turned her smile briefly on him, and then dropped to her knees. “I doubt this will work,” she warned. “I don’t normally see anything dealing with my own future.”
         
 
         “You saw me, didn’t you?”
 
         “I saw you in response to Lord Ched asking who the next king would be. We need to talk about that,” she added.
 
         “No, we don’t. As soon as we conclude the search for Owen, I’m taking you and the rest of my people out of here.”
 
         “But—”
 
         “Look into the water. Calm yourself. Concentrate.”
 
         “I know how to summon the visions, Andrew.”
 
         He put his hands on her shoulders and gently began to massage them. He communicated his faith in her through his touch. Damn, but she was going to hate losing this man! She appreciated the moment, refused to feel sorry for herself, and set about doing her duty.
 
         At first, of course, all she saw was a pool of water as still and clear as a looking glass. But the calm, peaceful water changed quickly enough.
 
         
             

         
 
         Bern grew worried for Ginger when the muscles beneath his fingers went suddenly tense. “What?” he asked. “What do you see?”
 
         “Fire,” she answered, voice distant and dull. “Fire on the hill.”
 
         “What hill? What’s burning?”
 
         “There’s a battle,” she said. “You have to defeat them. It’s your destiny.”
 
         He didn’t like the sound of that. “What does any of that have to do with getting you safely home?”
 
         Lord Ched came running into the sanctuary before she could respond. “They’re coming!” he shouted. “The Saxons are coming.” A guard followed him in, pushing a woman ahead of him. Ched looked at the woman. “Tell him,” he commanded.
 
         The woman was crying. “Mercy, my lord! I did come back to warn you.”
 
         “Yes, yes,” the chieftain said. He pointed to Bern. “Tell the king what you told me.”
 
         Everybody looked at him. Bern wanted to yell at them to cut out the calling-him-king crap, but even Ginger had come out of her trance and was looking at him like he was the hero of the hour. And, damn it, the thought of disappointing her made him feel like a jerk. He gritted his teeth, and nodded for the woman to go on.
 
         “It’s true I helped my lady Morga and her man escape. I’ve taken care of the girl all her life, and I understood how she’d been with the last year king long enough to think of him as her husband and not want to bed a new man.” She looked Bern over. “Though I think she would have gotten the better of the bargain had she stayed and done her duty.”
         
 
         “Get on to the important part,” the chieftain urged.
 
         “The pair of them were angry and affronted at being forced to run from their home. After we made camp last night they talked about how they would betray the secrets of the stronghold’s defences to the Saxons.”
 
         Ched rubbed the back of his neck. “But that is the secret – we have no defences.”
 
         “The invaders weren’t aware of how weak we are,” the guard said. “They’ll march straight for us now.”
 
         “They will be here soon,” the woman said. “I had to come back to warn my people that their doom approaches.”
 
         Bern wished she hadn’t put it like that. It made him feel sorry for the indigenous population. Even worse, the way they all looked to him to take command made him feel responsible for them. These people were going to be easy pickings without some help. Bern thought of all the defenceless people camped out around the stronghold. They’d come here for a religious celebration, not to be slaughtered.
 
         “How will you defend us?” Lord Ched asked him.
 
         Ginger came forwards and put her hand on his arm. “I was studying the pool for advice on that very subject when you arrived. If you would let us continue with the divination the king will meet with you afterwards, better prepared to save his people.”
         
 
         The chieftain and his people left without another word.
 
         When they were alone, Ginger grabbed hold of the front of his tunic, held on tight, and talked fast. “Now you listen to me, Colonel Bern. I will not have you quoting rules and regs about non-interference and the possibility of changing history. We don’t have any solid history of this era to go on. But we do have myths and legends, and, hon, I think I know what’s going on here. You have to fight the invaders. You. You are the element necessary to slow down the incursions and give the native culture more time to recover from Roman rule. That way, when the Saxons do take over it’ll be overlaying a British-based culture rather than a Roman one. In our time we’ll have England the way we know it, but we won’t if you don’t take on the invaders here and now. You were meant to do this.”
         
 
         Bern gaped at her. “What the hell are you talking about? What makes me special?”
         
 
         “You said it yourself, last night, ‘at least I don’t have to pull it out of a stone’. You pulled the sword from the soil of Britain and claimed the kingship. You are—”
 
         “Don’t you dare put that on me.” He’d finally gotten where this was going.
 
         “Bern means ‘bear’,” she went on. “One of the translations of—”
 
         “No.”
 
         “And then there are your men’s names. There’s Kaye and—”
 
         “You’ve been drinking that spring water as well as looking into it, haven’t you?” His tone was harsh, but his instincts were shouting at him that she was right.
 
         He knew he’d hurt her feelings, but they were interrupted once again. This time it was the rest of the team that came into the sanctuary.
 
         “Look who we found, boss!” Kaye crowed. “Your gut was right again.”
 
         “Stop looking smug,” he ordered Ginger before he said to the newcomer, “Welcome to your rescue, Professor Owen.”
 
         “I’m grateful the Project sent a team for us.” He gave Ginger a nod and smile. She smiled back. “And if rumour is correct, you’ve come to the rescue just in the nick of time.”
 
         “We’ve heard that the Saxons are heading this way,” Kaye said. “Time for us to bug out, right?”
 
         Bern waited for Ginger to protest, but she crossed her arms and bit her lower lip instead of nagging him. Damn it! That made it even harder for him to say no to her.
 
         “I took an oath to protect these people last night,” he told the team. “The least we can do is give the locals a chance at getting away.”
 
         “What precisely to you mean by ‘we’?” Percy spoke up. “At no point do I recall having signed a social contract with these people. Going native is not one of our options.”
 
         “What’s wrong with helping people?” Owen demanded. “The locals have helped me survive for months. I owe them.”
 
         “So do I,” Ginger said.
 
         “Very touching, but irrelevant,” Percy responded.
 
         “You are such a wuss,” Gareth said. “Come on, fighting a bunch of barbarians will be fun.”
 
         “No it won’t,” Bern said sternly. “And don’t make the assumption that I’m asking for a consensus, or volunteers. This is a military operation, and I’m in command.”
         
 
         His soldiers immediately snapped to attention, and he nodded to them. Percy didn’t look happy, but at least this finally shut him up. Bern glanced at Ginger. She was looking at him with enough pride in her eyes to set his heart on fire. She made him feel like a hero. This wasn’t the time to kiss her all over the way he wanted to, but he did put his arm around her waist and draw her close.
 
         As they stood, hip to hip, he said, “Remember the hillside we crossed on the way here?” There were nods. “We’re going to set up our perimeter there. It’s time to break out the claymores, boys.”
 
         Ginger gave him a puzzled look, but her expression cleared before he could explain. “Oh, you’re not talking about big Scottish swords, are you?”
 
         “No, hon, I’m talking about things that blow up.”
 
         “Fire in the sky,” she said. “Just what the vision showed me.”
 
         
             

         
 
         This had better work, Ginger thought. She hugged herself tightly. Please God let it work. And don’t let anything happen to him – or any of the good guys – while you’re at it. Please Lady, she added, since she was officially a priestess of the goddess.
 
         Well, maybe not officially any more since soon she’d be leaving Lord Ched’s villa forever. She was standing in the woods at the source of the spring with a bundle of provisions at her feet, waiting for the rest of the team to join her. The plan was for her to wait safely out of the way while the men carried out the op. Bern had insisted she stay out of harm’s way, and she hadn’t argued. She was no warrior.
 
         Some of the other women had taken up arms to fight alongside their men after Bern gave a rousing speech to the gathered pilgrims. This was the ancient way of the Celts, and more proof as far as Ginger was concerned that this battle was going to slow the tide of invasion. The people were eager to follow Bern into battle. Their willingness to defend their homeland was a good sign, too. Right?
 
         Please Horned God and Lady of the Spring, don’t let me have started something that’s going to get a lot of people killed. Especially not Bern.
 
         She reminded herself that he was a competent professional soldier. He had a good strategy. He had explosives. He was going to win the day.
 
         The plan for the TTP team was that after the battle was joined, and the good guys were winning, they’d withdraw and join Ginger in the woods. With their obligation to help the people fulfilled, the team could then continue their search for a working nexus that would take them home.
         
 
         Home. Away from Bern. She dashed away tears. It had to be. If she went home with a broken heart and a deep ache for the way he made her body sing, she still had the memories to appreciate. At least they’d spent as much time as they could in the three days making love while waiting for the Saxons. And now the Saxons were here.
 
         Ginger paced nervously. What if it didn’t work? Was there something she could do to help?
         
 
         She hated the quiet here in the woods. Maybe she was safer here, but the sudden need to know what was going on got the better of her. She cut through the woods rather than take the path that led towards the villa.
 
         The perfect spring of the festival had been replaced by a pewter sky that threatened rain, and a wind that blew cooler than it should for this time of year. It was a grim day, fit for a battle, she supposed.
 
         When she reached the south edge of the woods she got a good view down the valley to the hill beyond. Half of the British fighters were spread out below the hill, waiting there instead of occupying the high ground. She caught sight of chain mail and sword blades as grey as the day and the energy mixture of fear and anticipation hit her like a blow. She put herself behind a tree and waited, and watched.
 
         The atmosphere grew even more tense, thunder rumbled in the distance, and very soon a large band of warriors appeared on the crest of the hill. They saw the Britons waiting for them and drew to a halt. More of the invaders came up behind them, and more, until there was an army of several hundred fierce barbarians looking down upon the several dozen not-quite-so-fierce barbarians below. The Saxons formed into a long line that stretched out along the top of the hill, but since they held the high ground they didn’t seem to be in any hurry to rush the people below.
 
         Which was what Bern had counted on.
 
         A line of claymore mines had been set right where the Saxons were now standing. When the mines went off there was indeed fire bursting up towards the sky. And screaming, and blood, and flying body parts.
 
         What was left of the Saxon invaders turned to flee, but that could not be allowed. Bern’s team and the other half of the British force came out of hiding in the woods on the far side of the hill and drove the remainder of the Saxons down the hill on to the swords of those waiting there.
         
 
         The reality was so much worse than her vision, but she never doubted the necessity of this battle. Ginger watched the carnage long enough to be assured that everything was going to turn out as planned. There was a victory here today at Camlan Hill. Legend would speak of magic making the very soil of Britain gape wide to send the enemy to the fires of hell.
 
         Only witnessing it must have upset her more than she realized because she got lost in the thick woods making her way back to the spring. By the time she found her way to the rendezvous point it had started to rain. Bern and the team were waiting for her. They’d brought horses with them.
 
         Bern stopped pacing and pulled her roughly to him by the elbows. “Where have you been, woman?”
 
         She was so happy to see him that she kissed him. His hands kneaded her back and buttocks with forceful swiftness that told her that he’d been as worried about her as she was him. She began to cry with relief, and was glad to have the rain to cover this excess of emotion.
 
         Except she knew it didn’t work when he kissed her cheeks and said, “You taste salty.”
 
         “And you smell sweaty,” she complained. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
         He kept his arms around her when she would have gone for her pack. “But where do we go from here?” He glanced towards Percy.
 
         The subject had been under discussion for days. The problem with this area was an overabundance of sites where energy concentrated. Ginger had stayed out of it, because she didn’t want to be dismissed out of hand as a total loon. Now she had to speak up.
 
         “We need to go to the Isle of Apples,” she told them.
 
         “Where’s that?” Bern asked.
 
         Gareth laughed. “So, I’m not the only one who’s seen the parallels.”
 
         Kaye nodded thoughtfully.
 
         Maybe she should have spoken up sooner.
 
         Percy pulled a handheld computer out of a leather pouch on his belt. He checked a map screen and then frowned at her. “I’ve worked out the search grid very carefully. There’s no reason to deviate from—”
 
         “Where is this Apple Island?” Bern asked.
 
         “Isle of Apples,” Ginger corrected. She cleared her throat, took a deep breath, and made herself publicly say, “Avalon.”
         
 
         “Oh, for crying out loud!” Percy yelled in disgust.
 
         She didn’t blame him. “I admit it might seem a little far-fetched.”
 
         “A little?” He sneered. “Living among these people has made you as superstitious as they are. You’ve come to accept their mythology as—”
 
         “It’s not one of the local myths,” Gareth said. “Not yet, anyway. It is one of our myths. Following it might lead us home.”
 
         “Gambling on what might happen is not a scientific or logical basis for finding the correct nexus,” Percy argued.
 
         Bern rubbed his jaw and chuckled. “Might doesn’t always make right. I just remembered where that came from. But where is Avalon? Hasn’t that always been a mystery?”
 
         “It doesn’t exist. You’re not going along with this, are you, Colonel?” Percy demanded. He pointed accusingly at Ginger. “Why? Because she’s good in bed?”
 
         Ginger was rather pleased that several team members stepped forwards, but Bern got to Percy first, and punched him in the jaw. Percy hit the wet ground, and was wise enough to stay down. He sat in the mud, rubbed his jaw and kept his mouth shut.
 
         “So, where do we go?” Bern asked her.
 
         “Tradition points to Glastonbury,” she answered.
 
         “There’s a nexus on top of that big hill there?” he asked.
 
         She shook her head, and glanced at Percy. “Not on top of the tor, right?” He grimaced, but nodded. “There’s a sacred spring called Chalice Well at the foot of Glastonbury Tor. I think that’s where we have to go.”
 
         “Let’s do it. Mount up,” Bern ordered the team. “We need to get out of here before the locals come looking for us so they can throw a feast in our honour.”
 
         As the men moved to mount their animals, he snatched Ginger around the waist and put her up on the horse in front of him. She snuggled back against him, and he wrapped his cape around both of them. In this warm, intimate position he leaned forwards to whisper, “Being like this with you almost makes me like riding a horse.”
 
         She tilted her head against his shoulder, determined to draw every bit of nearness to him she could in the time they had left. “Then let’s enjoy the ride.”
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         “I don’t believe it,” Percy said. He double-checked his equipment as the water of the Glastonbury spring bubbled up at his feet. Then he gave Ginger a sour look. “She’s right.”
         
 
         “The energy reading is right?” Kaye asked.
 
         “It’s off the scale,” Percy answered.
 
         “Enough to take both teams home?” Owen asked.
 
         “Jump in and find out,” Percy invited. He glanced around the green and lovely glade. “Before the priestesses we chased off come back.”
 
         “With an angry mob,” Kaye added.
 
         If at all possible TTP operatives were supposed to appear and vanish without any witnesses around. Scaring the locals with the sound and light show that accompanied time travel was considered not only impolite, but possibly dangerous to the primary time line TTP visits wove in and out of. And the problem with places like sacred springs as nexus points was that the places tended to be occupied with priests and pilgrims and such like. So, Bern had had his people approach this one with swords drawn and chase everyone away. Percy was right about their not having much time for goodbyes.
         
 
         “Form up into teams,” he said. He took Ginger’s hand before she could join the people she’d travelled into the past with. He drew her away from the spring and tilted her chin up with his fingers. “You are so beautiful,” he told her.
 
         “In a pale, freckled sort of way,” she answered. She tried to sound light, but her voice came out tight and strained.
 
         “I’ll miss you, Dr Virginia White.” Words couldn’t begin to describe what this was doing to him.
 
         “Have I thanked you for rescuing me, yet?” she asked. She gave him a brief, hard embrace. “It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Colonel Andrew Bern.”
 
         He kissed her then. It was hard and quick, and not enough. He ran the back of his hand across her cheek. “Hey, we made history.”
 
         “Or something like it.”
 
         He nodded, and his throat was too tight for him to manage to say more than, “Go.”
 
         She gave him a sad smile, and went over to join Kaye and Owen who were already standing in the spring’s shallow pool. They each placed their left thumbs over the inside of their right wrists. Ginger’s gaze didn’t leave his.
 
         “On my mark,” Kaye said. “Activate.”
 
         Everyone pressed down hard on the retrieval implant.
         
 
         The column of light that sprang from the water blinded him. The roar of the shock wave was deafening. Bern refused to look away. The last thing he saw was Ginger’s face as she whispered, “Goodbye.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Ginger looked up from the photo before her on the desk, and sighed. A copper bowl filled with water sat on the desk, but she wasn’t interested in looking into it. Being a psychic wasn’t as much fun for her as it used to be. It had been six months since she’d got back to her own time. Six months and three days to be precise, not that she was counting. She’d done the debriefing and written up her report, and been sent back to her regular life until such time as the TTP deemed her special skills necessary again. For now her regular life consisted of working with law enforcement on cold case files, and being alone.
 
         She sighed again, and stood up. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate being back. She loved her house and garden. She loved central heating and modern medicine and interactive holographic entertainment and regular meals of anything she wanted. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed shopping for shoes until she’d entered her first mall. She loved being home. It was just that …
 
         She missed Bern.
 
         Her body ached for him when she was alone in her bed at night, but the notion of taking another lover was anathema. Even trying a holo lover hadn’t worked for her.
 
         She got up and began to pace around her office. She was well aware that Bern had returned to the present three days before, and even more aware that it didn’t matter. Maybe there was some way that she could introduce herself to him, but how fair would it be to him when she knew their past and he didn’t? There was no way for them to pick up where they’d left off. There was a good chance he wouldn’t even be interested in her under normal circumstances. Maybe she wouldn’t be interested in him.
 
         She laughed hollowly, still conscious of the ecstasy he’d brought her when his body joined with hers. “Yeah, right, sure I’m going to forget that.”
 
         Then again, she really wanted the man, why shouldn’t she fight for what she wanted? She should find a way to introduce herself and see what—
 
         “There is someone at the door,” the house’s security system announced. It was an old house with a very basic system, so it wasn’t about to be more informative than that. So, unless the water in the scrying bowl suddenly showed her who it was – which it wasn’t likely to do – she had to answer the door herself. A visitor, even someone looking to get their future read without an appointment, was better than pacing around feeling sorry for herself.
         
 
         The man standing at the door was the last person she expected to be there. And the one person in all of space and time she wanted to see.
 
         “Bern!”
 
         He kissed her before she could say anything else. The fire that had been between them from the first moment sparked between them again. She clung to him with all her might, her body moulded against his. If he’d taken her there on the front porch she wouldn’t have minded. Instead he swung her around into the house, and kicked the door closed behind them. They fell together on to the entryway carpet and clothes were quickly shed and pushed aside.
 
         He was thrusting inside her, hard and strong and fast, before she managed to breathlessly say, “You remembered me!” Then she came for the first time and forgot about words for a long time afterwards.
 
         “Of course I remembered,” he said later, when they were lying together in a sweaty tangled heap. “You’re unforgettable.”
 
         She stroked his cheek. “Oh, that’s sweet … wait a minute … that means you’re psychic.”
 
         He nodded.
 
         “I thought Percy was your team psychic.”
 
         “He was, on the civilian side. The military side always tries to have someone who’ll remember the op on a TTP team.”
 
         “Really? I didn’t know that.”
 
         “That’s because that information is on a need-to-know basis. This seems like a good time for you to need to know.”
 
         “Now I understand why Kaye kept talking about your gut feelings. I should have guessed he meant your psychic intuition.”
         
 
         “You should have guessed when we went for each other like we were in heat instantly. That kind of lust only comes when like meets like.”
 
         “So I’ve heard. Hey, the lust had me pretty distracted. That and starring in orgies and fighting the Saxons and that whole Matter of Britain thing we had going.”
 
         He sighed. “Matter of Britain, my ass.”
         
 
         She stroked his. “It’s a very nice ass. I have a nice, big bed upstairs,” she told him.
 
         He licked and sucked her nipples for a while then he helped her to her feet, even though she groaned in protest when he stopped touching her breasts. “I’d be delighted to spend as much time as possible in your nice, big bed.”
 
         “Good.”
 
         “But first,” he added, “I did come here to ask if you’d like to go on a date this evening. I’ve got tickets for a revival of an old musical I think you’ll enjoy.”
 
         Curiosity nibbled away some of her lust. “What play would that be?”
 
         He grinned. “Spamalot.”
 
         She hooted, and they held each other tight, shaking with laughter. What other production could possibly be more perfect for their first date?
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The Crimean Peninsula – 1854
         
 
         Private Jonas Weston survived Balaclava without a scratch, then things got worse. He emerged from the brutal battle at Inkerman Heights with a shallow lance wound over a broken rib, bad dreams and hands that would never quite stop shaking. Three nights after the battle, when he’d once again woken screaming, Sergeant Jennings told him, “I’ve a certain cure for the shakes, lad.”
 
         Weston took another swig of coarse arrack and coughed into the embers of their shared campfire. It tasted miles worse than rum, but was thankfully stronger, and it helped numb the sharp pain in his side. If only he could get enough to make him sleep. He feared there wasn’t enough in the world. “Need more of this,” he said, shaking the flask.
 
         “Not a bit of it. You need to dock a bobtail.” In a conspiratorial tone, he added, “So long as you don’t get yourself the crinkums, docking’ll put you right. Keep your eyes open for shankers or blue boars in her notch; those’re sure sign she’s a fire ship and you’d be pissing pins and needles before a fortnight was out.”
 
         Private Dunn, who rarely said anything, piped up in agreement, nodding his head all the while. “Plenty of laced mutton here for no more’n tuppence. A healthy fuck’s the best thing for nerves. My dad told me so.”
 
         Conversation erupted about the merits or otherwise of tossing off as opposed to tupping, and whether a threepenny upright was more or less likely to tip a man the token.
 
         Weston wasn’t much for women. He’d tupped a few, but only if his friends had talked him into it first, and then he had to get over worrying he would hurt the woman somehow with his big hands and big body. It felt wonderful if she encouraged him and he got going; he liked tupping because who wouldn’t, but afterwards he always felt low for days.
         
 
         His mother bore him out of wedlock, having been taken against her will, and though she’d never made him suffer for it in her short life thereafter, he’d never forgotten either. Even though they were paid and his mother had not been, he could never help wondering about the whores: what they thought about what they were doing, and if they really enjoyed it or were only pretending. If he’d had one, afterwards he would wonder if he was like his father had been, and that made him feel even sicker, even though he tried everything he knew not to get them with child.
 
         It was an especially odd feeling because his father had another son, a legitimate one, serving as lieutenant of Hussars. Weston had even seen him, from a distance. He doubted the boy knew of his existence, and he certainly wished he didn’t know of the boy’s.
 
         Aside from all that, Weston didn’t like the risks of whoring – he thought most men were mad to risk being burned or poxed on a regular basis, and been called a cockquean because of his opinion – but Jennings had as good as ordered him, hadn’t he? And, truth be told, he was like to die in the next few months, anyway, if the war continued as it had. He’d already escaped heatstroke and cholera, both of which had killed dozens of his mates before they’d even come near a Russian gun.
         
 
         The thought of hiding his face in a woman’s soft bosom made him shake even more, with longing. He’d forget then. Forget that after running out of bullets and losing his bayonet in a Cossack’s ribcage, he’d beaten men’s faces to pulp with his rifle butt. The stink of their blood and bowels wouldn’t leave him, and he would catch himself looking at his hands to see if they were still gored.
 
         He’d find a woman, hopefully a clean one, and then he’d forget it all for a bit and be as right as rain.
 
         The wives and sutlers camped closest to the soldiers, followed by cooks, seamstresses, and laundresses. Clutching his greatcoat around him against the November chill, Weston weaved his way among wagons with chocked wheels, tents, campfires, pitiful attempts at vegetable gardens, coppers of boiling water. The cold had hardened the ever-present mud underfoot, but only a little. Everywhere were women, grubby children, and the occasional old man, hard at work. The women watched him as he passed, some warily, one or two with either undisguised interest or undisguised contempt. Either they knew where he was going and disapproved, or they didn’t like his dark skin. He’d been asked more than once if he was a Turk, when in fact he was the cast-off bastard of a viscount. His mother had been his father’s slave, from his sugar plantation in the West Indies; she’d died not long after she’d been emancipated.
         
 
         The whores lived on the edges of the camp, most of them in shabby tents they’d made from army discards. Few had made any attempt to cheer up their muddy surroundings with gardens; the most decorative items Jonas saw were petticoats and chemises hung to dry and fluttering in the chilly breeze. He could hear distinctive sounds through the thin walls of one of the closer tents and, a few hundred feet away, caught a glimpse of a red coat as another soldier ducked into a tent.
 
         He hadn’t ventured far into their territory when several women converged on him, all talking at once and tugging his arms and the front of his coat. He didn’t like this much but was too ashamed to protest, for fear his distaste would result in their mockery. “My, my,” said a woman with bubbies like melons. “I’ll dab it up with you for a smile. Or how about a couple tots of rum? All the jam tart you want, for a couple tots of rum.”
 
         ‘I’ve not seen you before, me fine cocksman,” said a thin woman with a pointed chin. “Give my Lady Laycock a knock and your eyes’ll cross until you see your own nancy.”
 
         A woman with greying hair grabbed his arm. “A lusty strong boy you are,” she said. “Just what I need, after that lazy lobcock I had today. Want a hot buttered bun, laddie?”
 
         Jonas didn’t reply, but he looked at all of them, in search of a friendly countenance and one that was, hopefully, free of disease. Loitering behind the others was a little woman in a threadbare sparrow-coloured dress that buttoned up to her throat, with a thick wool shawl thrown over all. She was darker than the rest, her skin a warm brown that caught his eye and held it. Her hair, severely pulled back, looked thick and it curled around her neck. He wanted to touch it. Her face looked calm and smooth, her cheeks ruddy from cold and not from drink. She was watching him intently.
 
         He had the feeling he’d seen her before, perhaps elsewhere in the camp. Not with one of the other men, he would have remembered that. Perhaps she worked at more than one job, and he’d seen her passing. Jonas wriggled free of grasping hands and called out, “What’s your name?”
         
 
         She sidled up next to him with the ease of long practice and said, “Betsy, love.” Close to, he could see the shape of her nose and the soft curve of her lush lips. She was coloured, like him. His heart jolted. She snaked one arm around his waist and said, in a much softer voice, “Come along with me and I’ll take care with your ribs.” She smiled at him.
 
         She must have seen him wince away from too importunate hands. “I’m Weston,” he said. He breathed in deeply. She’d washed recently, and used something flowery on her hair. Her hand was gentle on his hip. It was enough.
 
         Betsy’s tent was on the outskirts even of the whores’ camp, nearly to the mule pickets. She took his hand and drew him inside. It didn’t hold anything but a pallet and a little jumble of miscellany that looked like clock parts, or … he wasn’t sure. He’d never seen anything like it before in his life. Was it some kind of luck charm? Or … Heat rose in his cheeks. It was probably some kind of sex implement. He couldn’t imagine to what use it could be put, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. A moment later, though, he’d forgotten about the jumble because she was pushing his greatcoat off his shoulders and unfastening the stock at his throat before pressing a kiss against his skin. He hadn’t even managed to get his coins out of his pocket yet.
 
         Just that one touch of her full lips set him trembling all over. She was such a little woman she couldn’t reach higher than his throat. He resisted the urge to just lift her up in his arms, and instead pushed her away. “I want your clothes off,” he said. “Please.” Wincing, he got his greatcoat the rest of the way off, then his belts and uniform coat.
 
         It wasn’t usual to unrig, but she didn’t protest, even though it was cold in the tent. “Let me help you with your boots,” she said.
 
         Once he was naked, he took his time undressing her, kneeling first on her pallet to ease off her muddy half-boots and heavy woollen stockings. Her legs were long for her height, long enough to wrap around a man, long enough to hook over his shoulders and squeeze his ears. She didn’t wear a corset under her gown, only a soft bodice that revealed more than it concealed, softness he could almost feel melting beneath his tongue. He shook harder as he got her last layers off, petticoats and much-mended chemise, no pantaloons; shaking not so much from cold but from the feel of her soft hands when she laid them on his bare skin; shaking from his need to cover her with his body and make her cry out for him.
         
 
         When they were stretched out on the pallet together, snuggled close together beneath her blankets, he didn’t do anything for a few moments but curl around her, his leg hooked over hers, his arms around her waist, his face buried in her loosened hair. Her curls tickled his cheek.
 
         She said, “What do you want, soldier? Want me to take you in my mouth?” Her hand trailed lightly over his bandaged ribs, then gripped his naked hip, her nail caressing the thin skin over the bone.
 
         “Weston,” he said. “Use my name, Betsy.”
 
         “Weston then.”
 
         “I don’t want that,” he said.
 
         “Do you want—” She stopped when he stroked her back, shoulders to softly cushioned arse.
         
 
         “Hush,” he said. Slowly, he warmed up and his trembling eased. He was taking too long with her, he knew that, but she didn’t protest. He would pay extra, later, to make it up to her. Right now, he needed this. He needed to hold someone.
 
         After a few minutes, he felt her relaxing against him, the cushiony weight of her small breasts easing against his chest, the shape of her nipples like fruit pips, only sweeter. He eased himself free of her embrace and slid lower to kiss her breasts and fondle her delicious little nipples, feeling something ease in him as she sighed and touched his shoulders. He slid lower still, pulling the blanket over his head so she wouldn’t be left in the cold.
         
 
         “Weston …”
 
         He didn’t think she was protesting, or not seriously. When he set to kissing her belly and thighs, another sigh eased out of her and her hands found his hair. Her fingers tangled in his curls, gently pulling and rubbing his scalp. She was going to let him take care of her. He closed his eyes, gripped her hips in his hands, and kissed her velvety skin until he could smell nothing but her arousal, rising around him like a fog; then he nuzzled through the hair covering her pussy. Her breath went ragged. He thumbed her lips open and blindly learned the shape of her inner creases with the tip of his tongue.
 
         “You shouldn’t,” she said. “You shouldn’t – you’re not meant to …” Her voice trailed off in a small cry.
 
         He pressed his lips tightly to her little knob and suckled. Her desperate sounds, her uncontrolled movements, flowed over him like the warmest summer wind. He brought her to her crisis, then stroked her down from it. She said, “Why are you … You don’t have to …” but stopped when he eased his fingertip inside her cunny and licked across her little knob once more before closing his lips tight around it and sucking. He brought her back up to climax again, and again, until she sobbed with the pleasure of it, until she slid into sleep beneath his hands and mouth.
         
 
         Only then did he pillow his cheek on her breasts, the tension sighing out of him. She breathed deeply, evenly, her hand slack on his shoulder. He dared to kiss her skin, softly so as not to wake her or leave a mark. Then he rested, until his own exhaustion forced him into sleep with her. He didn’t dream.
 
         She woke him, later, when it was dark, and he was momentarily afraid she meant to send him away post-haste. “Let me return the favour,” she said next to his ear, and he relaxed. Her fingers traced his cheekbone, and he turned his head to kiss her hand. “You gave me such delight. I’ve skill with my mouth. I’d share it with you.”
 
         He was painfully hard and her breath on his ear sent warmth down to the ends of his toes. “Will you kiss me first?” he asked. “Please?”
 
         She sat up. Before he could despair, she bent over him and feathered her mouth over his. His lips parted on a sigh. “One more?” he asked. The words had barely escaped him when she kissed him again, introducing his tongue to hers. He followed her when she would have retreated, sucking at her lower lip and stealing one last taste from inside her mouth. “Thank you,” he said.
         
 
         She didn’t reply, and he wondered if she was angry that he’d overstepped. She ran her nails down his chest and belly, teasing him until his skin tightened all over his body. He touched her hair, threading his fingers through her thick curls. When her hot mouth closed over his cock, he gave himself up to her and the rising pleasure she drew from him. He could only last so long against her teasing tongue and wet lips. He lost control abruptly, with a hoarse cry, and came into her mouth.
         
 
         Once more she didn’t send him away. Perhaps she didn’t like sleeping cold, either. Weston wasn’t about to complain. He spooned up against her back and slept.
 
         He woke, once. Not from a bad dream this time. Perhaps he’d heard a cry from one of the other tents. He stroked Betsy’s cheek with his fingers. “So soft,” he whispered, in wonderment. He wished he could see her, see his brown fingers against her brown cheek. He’d never been with a woman of his own colour before, and had never realized how beautiful she would be to his eyes. He’d be happy to look at such a woman for the rest of his life.
         
 
         Her eyes opened. It was too dark to see, but he knew she was awake and watching him. It was like a warm touch on his face. He ran his thumb over her mouth. “Must I leave?” he asked. He didn’t want to ask, but she might be afraid to ask it of him.
 
         She smiled. He felt her lips curve beneath his fingers. “I’ve no desire to wander this cold night in search of custom,” she said. “You’re a lovely warm man, Private Weston.”
 
         He could feel her breath on his mouth. He cupped her cheek in his palm and used his other arm to draw her closer, curving his hand over her plush round arse. He wasn’t much of a talker, but he wanted to talk to her. “Haven’t been so warm in weeks,” he said. It was the truth.
 
         “I’ve never been so warm,” she said. “You surprised me, you know.”
 
         “I did?” He stroked her bottom, trailing his fingers this way and that, for the pleasure of her softness against his own coarse callouses.
 
         “Aye, you did. A paying customer tipping the velvet?”
 
         He hadn’t paid her yet, nor had she asked him to pay. She shifted a little, into his touch. Encouraged, he found the little dimples above her arse with his thumb, circled his hand on the small of her back, then down again, finding where her arse curved into her thigh. “Never touched anything so soft.”
 
         “I’m no more so than any other woman,” she said, nuzzling his throat.
 
         “You are,” he said. “You tasted sweet, too. Sweeter than rum. Sweeter than sugar candy when you smiled at me.”
 
         She was silent for a long time. Twice, he felt her lips open against his throat, but close again before she spoke. She hadn’t tensed or drawn away, but he could still sense that she wasn’t as close as she’d been a few moments before.
 
         He shouldn’t have said that she was sweet. She might not like to hear his thoughts. He’d done it because he hadn’t thought first, and because, he realized, he didn’t want her to think of him as just another customer. It was ridiculous for him to feel that way; he’d just met her that day, and they hadn’t even fucked properly. But he couldn’t help how he felt. They had a connection he’d never felt to any woman before.
 
         He certainly couldn’t say that to her. For her sake, he changed the subject, at least a little. “Did you like it?”
         
 
         “Hmmm?”
 
         She sounded sleepy. Her muscles were too tense for her to be truly falling asleep. He rubbed his hands up and down her back, soothing and warming at once. He asked, “Did you like what I did for you?”
 
         “You know I did,” she said. Now she sounded cross, and for some reason that made him smile.
 
         “I liked it, too,” he said, truth but also pushing just a little, to see what she’d say.
 
         “I should hope so,” she said.
         
 
         It should have made him jealous to be reminded she was a professional, but instead it made him laugh.
         
 
         She slapped her hand on his chest, not hard enough to sting. “Stop that.”
 
         “What for?” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed. He growled and nipped at her throat, wiggling his fingers against her soft belly until she shrieked and squirmed away.
 
         “You’re mad!” she said. She’d begun laughing, too.
 
         Once they’d quieted, he said, softly, “I must be.”
 
         Betsy crawled atop him, sprawling along his length like a blanket. “Does this hurt? Your ribs, I mean.”
         
 
         “Not a bit of it,” he said. He put his hands on her hips and moved her a little. Now it was mostly true.
 
         “Fancy another go?” she asked. “No charge.” She fondled his prick, already half hard from their play.
 
         “Don’t know,” he said. “Will you be gentle with me?”
 
         “Do you want me to be?”
 
         He reached up, wincing as his muscles pulled against his injuries. Luckily, it was dark and she wouldn’t be able to see his expression. Her breasts were right where he’d expected them to be. They nestled into his palms and he squeezed them gently, lifted their round weight, swept his thumbs over her nipples until they tightened and her breathing changed. “Depends,” he said.
         
 
         “What do you mean?” she asked. She shivered. Before he could comment, she leaned to the side and he felt the fringes of her shawl brush his skin, as she draped it around her bare shoulders.
 
         “Do you want another go?” he asked.
         
 
         “How am I supposed to give you an answer to that?” she said.
 
         “Would you like it?” he asked. “For you.”
 
         “You can’t ask me questions like that,” she said, cross again. “I offered myself to you, didn’t I?”
         
 
         “I’m sorry,” he said, suddenly ashamed. He let go of her breasts, letting his hands fall to the pallet. Of course she couldn’t tell him how she truly felt. Her livelihood depended on giving pleasure. It wasn’t fair for him to ask her a question like that when he’d given – or would give – her money for what they’d done.
 
         Men paid for their wives, it was true. They bought them clothes and housed them and fed them. How was that different?
 
         It was respectable, that was how. Only a bastard like him would think maybe it was otherwise.
 
         He said, “You don’t have to. You pleased me right well.”
 
         She didn’t speak or move for a long time. He waited for her to climb off him and send him away. Then she squeezed his hips between her thighs. “I want to,” she said.
 
         Her clever hands captured his cock, stroking him in tandem until he was as hard as stone. She enveloped his erection with her cunny in one long, luscious slide; they both groaned, and his fingers locked on her hips, holding on as she leaned forwards and rode him, grinding her little knob against him with each stroke.
 
         Her cunny’s suck and pull was even sweeter than her mouth. She made him feel safe, protected inside her body, even though he knew that wasn’t true.
 
         He didn’t mind when her nails scratched his belly, accidentally drawing blood. He might still feel that scratch tomorrow, and it was as nothing to the wound on his ribs. He concentrated on the sting as long as he could, and the brush of her shawl against his skin, the scent of their combined sweat, any sensation not belonging to his cock as he tried not to climax, not to let this end. He almost lost control when she came, her cunny clenching desperately at his cock, but he thought of the cold and managed to hold off for a few precious seconds.
         
 
         She started to ride him again, panting now, her fingers for sure leaving bruises. He dug his fingers into the muscles atop her thighs, encouraging her rocking motion, groaning deeply each time she ground forwards against him. He fumbled higher, found her breasts again, pulling and pinching more roughly than he had before. She rewarded him with cries that grew faster and louder, matching the increasing speed of her riding, then shattering into weak cries that told him she’d climaxed once more.
 
         At her sounds, he could no longer stop himself from thrusting his hips. His rib stabbed him with pain each time, but his senses were so confused it felt like hot pleasure instead, and moments later he was spending in great spurts, every last ounce of fear and pain ripped loose from him, body and soul.
         
 
         As they lay nestled together afterwards, she murmured, “Thank you. No one ever …”
 
         She didn’t finish her sentence. He waited for a long time, but she only turned her face into his chest. He tightened his arm around her and closed his eyes, listening to her breathe. For tonight, at least, he could keep someone safe.
 
         This time, he didn’t wake until sunlight filtered through a weak spot in the canvas above his head.
 
         It was morning. She was gone, and he still hadn’t paid her. He dressed and she didn’t return. She’d taken the machine with her; he tried not to think about what she might be doing. A horrible fear rose in his throat that he’d offended her somehow. He waited as long as he could, but she still didn’t return.
 
         He left coins hidden beneath her pallet, all the shillings he had, and returned to camp. He was due for guard duty.
 
         He tried to find her again, the next three times he was free, but she was never in her tent or anywhere in the vicinity. He feared she was avoiding him. One of the other women told him she wasn’t often seen. “Pretty thing like her, probably hunts among the officers,” she said, wisely. Weston supposed he ought to be happy for her, because maybe an officer could afford to keep her in style. Jealousy had no place in his feelings. She wasn’t his, much as he wished she could be.
         
 
         On his last visit, the whore with the huge bubbies finally took pity on him, and told him Betsy had taken up with a lieutenant of Hussars, describing the boy’s uniform down to the last button. “A blue blood, even,” she said. “How’s about that rum now, lad?”
 
         Betsy wouldn’t even know she’d taken up with his half-brother. He couldn’t be angry with her. But for the first time, he felt angry with the brother he’d never met, and experienced an unreasoning, clotted hatred for the father who’d abused his mother and done nothing for him.
 
         The winter that followed struck the regiment hard. A terrible November storm destroyed the largest part of their supplies, blowing away tents and all their contents, blankets and clothing and even tables and chairs. Wagons were barely held to earth by the weight of the bellowing bullocks harnessed to them; the Prince and the Resolute and many more were sunk in the harbour. Weston was lucky to retain his clothing, as he was wearing most of it.
         
 
         After the hurricane, he slipped away in the confusion and couldn’t help himself, he went in search of Betsy, to see how she’d fared. He was unable to locate her, even when enquiring of the officers’ servants. So far as he could tell, she wasn’t with his half-brother any more, not that he’d had any evidence in the first place that she’d become the boy’s convenient.
         
 
         The whores to whom he spoke seemed sure Betsy wasn’t dead, but none of them would tell him where she’d gone. Their looks at him were pitying. He hoped that meant she’d found another protector, someone with a roof to put over her head, maybe even away from this cursed Russian shore.
         
 
         Soon his mind was taken over with more pressing concerns after an inflammation of the lungs brought him low. He wasn’t surprised to finally fall ill. There’d been nothing to eat for a month but scant rations of salt pork, and everyone tried to sleep in the freezing open air, some without blankets; he was lucky to sleep for three hours in total.
 
         Once he dreamed that his father came for him, raised him up from the ranks and took him to a house with a roaring fire. Betsy waited for him there, dressed in a fine gown with a jewelled pin at her throat, her hair dressed like ladies he’d seen shopping along the streets of London. Somehow he knew, in this dream, his brother had been cast off to wander and starve.
 
         Weston woke shaking from that dream, which was as bad in its way as his dreams of killing.
 
         The days blurred into constant numb cold, bouts of fever that were all he remembered of warmth, and ripping pain as he futilely tried to clear his chest. Weeks passed in this fashion. Men and animals died every day, frozen or starved or bayoneted while they slept in a trench.
 
         Weston never remembered quite how he ended up in one of the hospital bell tents. Damp, chill wind wormed through the tent’s seams and crept beneath. The stale hay on which he’d been laid did little to insulate him from the icy mud, and the blanket atop his shaking form did nothing but trap the sweat from his last bout of fever. His head reverberated with pain and his eyes burned; his throat felt like to crack from dryness. He couldn’t feel his feet or hands. Every cough stabbed like a sword inside his chest.
 
         If he could have summoned up the energy to move, he would have gotten up and crawled outside in the sleet to die. Anything was better than there. He didn’t think he’d seen a doctor in more than a day, nor had any water or food in that time.
         
 
         To his left, a private from the 55th Regiment of Foot died slowly from a gangrenous chest wound, bad enough that it could be smelled even in the cold. Weston couldn’t remember when the man had last been awake, and from his stertorous breathing, thought he would never wake again. To Weston’s right lay one of the Buffs, his cheeks sunken with whatever infection ate him from inside, staring blankly at the ceiling, too far gone even to shiver. The tent’s fourth occupant had been dragged out for burial that morning. Weston had already dreamed that he’d been dragged out with the rest, unable to protest that he was still alive, gasping for breath as frozen clods of earth slapped stinging down on his face.
 
         Outside, someone called out an obscene suggestion. A woman’s voice responded cheerfully. Then the tent flap was thrust aside, and Betsy entered.
 
         He was feverish, and dreaming. “How …” he whispered. His throat hurt too badly to say more, and a vision wouldn’t hear him.
 
         She wore the same dress and shawl as before, and carried a basket in both arms. Hallucination or not, Weston tried to smile at her. He wasn’t sure if his face moved or not.
 
         She dropped to her knees in the hay and laid a hand on his forehead. The warmth of her bare fingers was painful on his cold skin. He winced and closed his eyes, then realized a delusion wouldn’t hurt him, and opened them again, drinking in the sight of her. She was much prettier than he’d remembered. “Angel,” he whispered.
         
 
         She smiled at him. “You’ll be fine,” she said.
 
         When she removed her hand from his face, he cried out, a wordless croak.
         
 
         She ducked her head beneath the cloth covering her basket and murmured softly.
 
         “Can’t hear you,” he whispered.
 
         She didn’t reply. A moment later, she emerged with something in her hand. “Close your eyes, Jonas,” she said.
 
         He hadn’t known that she knew his Christian name. He didn’t close his eyes all the way, not quite. If he did, she might vanish. So he saw her hands approach him, saw the gleam of a pair of scissors. She snipped through his uniform trousers at the hip, then his drawers. Cold air rushed in and he began shuddering again. “What …”
         
 
         “Hush, now. I’m not supposed to be here, or be doing this, so I have to be quick.”
         
 
         Something pierced his skin, a tiny hot pain that drew all his attention, followed by a wash of heat all over his body, and a physical ease he’d almost forgotten. Even his vision seemed to clear, though he felt woozy and confused, too. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered. “You’re special to me. Don’t go back to my brother.” He wasn’t sure if he actually said the last of it.
         
 
         She stroked his cheek, a lingering touch. “I’m sorry,” she said. Then another puncture, and he could no longer stay awake.
 
         When he woke, she was gone. Or perhaps she had never been there. But he was covered with an extra blanket and he felt much better, stronger, and even less cold. Shortly after, Jennings arrived to bring him out. He spread his extra blanket over the Buff. He never learned if the man survived.
 
         In January, materials to build wooden huts arrived, and in February winter clothing finally arrived. Weston found himself provided with woollen stockings and a woollen jersey, a shirt and drawers of soft flannel, a woollen hat and even a sheepskin coat. He’d never take being warm for granted again. Guard duty while wearing proper clothing was no longer such a misery, and he regained strength enough to work in the fatigue parties that carried supplies up from the harbour. Unlike some of the others, he didn’t mind it. It was honest work. More honest, maybe, than fighting.
 
         He thought of Betsy often. Though he tried to talk himself out of building castles in the air, it was difficult not to daydream they might have a future. He thought she might have feelings for him. Hadn’t she come to him when he was ill? If that had been true and not a fever dream.
 
         One more visit to the baggage train, sadly diminished after the hard winter, didn’t help him, because Betsy was no longer there. He was told, vaguely, that she’d gone to the harbour camp. Further enquiries told him his brother still lived, but he wasn’t able to discover if the viscount-in-waiting kept a mistress. If he didn’t, and he could find her, Weston daydreamed then that Betsy might take up with him instead. He began to take every chance to visit the harbour camp, volunteering for sorties against the defences of Sevastopol.
 
         It wasn’t difficult to muffle one’s straps and buckles, crawl through the mud in the dark, and then leap upon a pit’s or trench’s unwary occupants with a bayonet. It was hard work all the same. Weston’s hands shook all the time now, and his bad dreams now had his brother mixed up in them, and Betsy, and even sometimes his long-dead mother.
         
 
         Because of that, the next time he was wounded, he thought he was dreaming when Betsy came to him. He was in hospital at Balaclava this time, propped on his side so the deep wound above his hip could drain. Occasionally, he’d fall into a fitful sleep when sheer exhaustion took him. When he woke in the wee hours to find Betsy standing over him with a basket and a lamp, he could only stare.
 
         She stroked his cheek and said, “Jonas.”
 
         He could have said many things, but what came out was, “That boy’s my brother. Did you know that? He got everything and I got nothing. You should go to him. He’ll take good care of you. I want you to be safe.”
 
         She knelt on the floor beside his pallet, setting her lamp to the side when his eyes winced from its light. “Jonas,” she said again. “This is important. Your brother – do you know him?”
 
         So it was his brother, after all. Weston forced the words out. “He don’t know about me, I don’t think. And I’m sure not going to tell him. What would be the point?” His arm was shaky with weakness and pain, but he reached out and sighed in relief when she caught his hand and brought it to her lips. Her breath feathered over his knuckles, like moth’s wings.
 
         “What if you were in battle together?”
 
         “That won’t happen,” he said, puzzled. “He’ll never even see me.”
 
         “But if you were,” she insisted, holding his hand to her face, kissing his fingertips. “If a Cossack was about to kill him, and you could save him, would you try?”
         
 
         He didn’t have to think about that one. “Course I would.”
 
         “Why?’
 
         Weston considered. At last he said, “We’re put on this earth to care for our fellow man, aren’t we? There’s too many as don’t, but a soldier, he can’t ignore that. And the man you save today might save you tomorrow.” He thought a little more, staring at her face. Her gaze was fixed on him, her eyes huge and dark and soft in the lamplight.
 
         He said, quieter than before, “He’s not but a boy. Sixteen, I think. Only a boy. He’s innocent of what his father did to my mum.”
 
         Betsy leaned down and kissed his forehead, lingering there.
         
  
         Weston said, “Stay with me a little while, love. Before you go back to him.”
 
         “Oh, Jonas,” she murmured, next to his ear. Then she stretched out beside him, laying one hand on his chest. He covered it with his own and took the chance to kiss her, not a deep kiss but a warm one, to show her how deeply he cared for her, this woman he’d met only a handful of times.
 
         They lay there for a few minutes, Weston trying to memorize every instant. Betsy drew away a little then, and turned down the lamp to a glimmer so the room was full of darkness once again, and the sound of many injured men’s laboured breathing. He could just barely see her face. She said, close to his ear, “Jonas, I can choose between you and your brother.”
 
         “Would it were so,” he said. “I can’t care for you, Betsy. Not like you deserve.”
 
         “It’s not like you think.” She petted his chest. “You’re a good man, Jonas, and a kind one. You should live.”
 
         “God’s will and I’ll get back to England one day,” he said.
 
         She flung her arm over him and tugged him closer to her, so he could feel her bosom against his chest. “I can save you,” she said.
 
         “Can you then?” He smiled. It was a lovely dream, much better than the ones he’d been having. “We’d have a house of our own, plenty to eat and plenty to keep us warm. And children, maybe. Boys and girls both. And a cat. I’d like a cat that doesn’t have to hunt mice for its livelihood.” He kissed her forehead and inhaled the lavender scent of her hair.
 
         “You’re special,” she said.
 
         “You’re special to me, too.”
 
         “No, you don’t understand at all.”
 
         “Sure I do, love.” He kissed her again. “Don’t leave me yet. Please.”
 
         He was shocked when she pulled away from him and sat up. He reached for her, then stopped in mid-motion.
 
         “Listen to me, Jonas.”
 
         Her voice sounded different. Like a commander. “Go on,” he said.
 
         “I meant it, when I said I could take you away from here.”
 
         “I’m sorry,” he said. She really didn’t understand. “I can’t desert. Looking like I do, they’d catch me in a week. And you know what happens to deserters.”
 
         “I can take you where they’ll never find you. And you’ll live a long and happy life there.”
         
 
         “With you?”
 
         She looked startled, then smiled, a slow beautiful smile. “Yes, with me.”
 
         He grinned back at her. If she wanted to play, then he would play along, so long as she stayed a little longer. “Let’s go now,” he said. “Tell me all about it.”
 
         “You’re a special man,” she said. “It’s because of your father.”
 
         He wasn’t sure he liked the way this was going, but said, “Then my brother’s special, too. Like in a fairy tale.”
 
         “Yes, just like that.” She touched his face, her fingers lingering near his mouth. “No one in your father’s family has ever died from a wasting sickness. Not one. They all died from disease, or accident, or murder.”
         
 
         “Or in battle,” he said.
 
         “Yes.” She paused. “You and your brother, you’re both going to die in battle.”
 
         “Not yet,” he said, soothingly. “I’m not dead yet.”
 
         She didn’t reply to that. “A long, long time from now, people are still dying from wasting sicknesses. Even more than now. If you could go to them, you could help. Just by being who you are, you could help their doctors and surgeons and save people’s lives.”
 
         “I always wished I could be a surgeon,” he said. “Since my mum died. And here … I’d rather stitch someone up than cut them open.”
 
         “If you come with me, you can do that. You can learn to read and write and do sums, and you can learn to be a doctor.”
 
         He laughed, then stopped because it hurt. “I’d go anywhere to be with you,” he said.
 
         “I know you would,” she said. “I know it.” She kissed him again. “Would you leave everything behind? This world and all the people in it? Go to live with strangers?”
 
         “And you,” he added.
 
         “And me.” She drew back and stared into his eyes. “Say yes, Jonas. Say you give your consent.”
 
         Something about the seriousness of her gaze made him hesitate. Not for long. He wanted nothing here except her. “I consent,” he said.
 
         Her breath whooshed out, and she tipped her forehead against his. Then she sat up and reached into her basket.
 
         Weston hoped she’d brought some bread. He hadn’t had bread in months.
         
 
         Instead, she brought out the little jumble of clock parts he remembered from his visit to her tent. She set it on the floor between them and fumbled with it, while Weston stared at it, confused. Did she think, somehow, that she could really take them away from here?
 
         She produced a metal ring and slipped it on to his finger. He could have sworn it tightened itself. Then she put another ring on her own finger and asked, “Are you ready?”
 
         He could make no answer but, “Yes.”
 
         She fumbled with the device again.
 
         White light took his vision. His gut roiled, and desperately he grabbed for her in the nothingness. Her flesh was warm beneath his hands and he fell into the void gladly.
 
         When he could see again, he lay on a bare floor, a floor that was warm and gave beneath his shifting weight. The room was warm, and smelled clean, not a trace of wood smoke or staleness. Betsy sat beside him. The ceiling was high, and covered with glorious colour, pictures of people’s faces among bright flowers. He looked around, and there were others, more people standing behind a low barrier. The women were dressed just like the men in trousers and brightly coloured shirts, and only a few of them were white-skinned. They were all smiling.
 
         Betsy kissed him. She said, “Welcome to the future. Welcome to our future.”
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