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About Solstice Surrender
 

A man of mysterious powers.  A woman who fights her destiny.  On mid-winter’s eve she must decide.



When her SIA partner and lover is killed on assignment, Jenna hides away in Banff, Canada for the Christmas season to lick her wounds in private.  When she forces a rude stranger to dump coffee in his own lap just by thinking about it, Jenna is tipped into a shadowy world hidden to most humans. 



Rhys Cellyn knows that dangerous, powerful world intimately. He helps Jenna avoid the many enemies who now want her for her fast-developing powers, while Jenna struggles to accept the truth about her true fate, her growing feelings for Rhys and their twined destinies.  



Time is against her, for she must make a choice and the future of the world is at stake…if she can only keep Rhys and herself alive until the moment of the winter solstice.





  

Praise for Solstice Surrender
 

The characters were not only hot, they were smart, strong and the sex was smokin. Alternative Read.com

Fast paced and filled with love scenes of the OMG sort, this one will certainly appeal to paranormal romance lovers. Just Erotica Romance Review

Solstice Surrender begins with a scene that we all wish would happen to the bullies of the world. I found Solstice Surrender to be a non-stop action- packed adventure. The Best Reviews

This story is hotter that hot. The love scenes scorch the pages. This story is a must read for anyone who loves paranormal reads. The Romance Studio

The must read story of the year. The way this author uses her words to draw you into her story is like a work of art. Fallen Angels Reviews





  

Hooked By A Book
 

How A Little Novella Turned Me Onto Paranormal Romance
 

Solstice Surrender started out as something quite different from what it ended up becoming.

In 2003 I was invited by Ellora’s Cave to write for an anthology that would include two of their bigger name authors at the time, Denise A. Agnew and Rosemary Laurie.  It was my first year writing for Ellora’s Cave and to that date I had only written historical romances and the first of a new series for me, a romantic suspense series set in a fictional Hispanic island nation called Vistaria, located one hundred miles off the coast of Mexico.  The series would eventually warp into the Vistaria Affair series, but the first book, Red Leopard, had just emerged from the editing process, so being invited to write for this new romantic suspense anthology was a genuine thrill for me.

It set me back a bit when I was informed that the anthology was going to be a paranormal romance anthology. You see, I had never written a paranormal romance.

I had, by that stage, published seven books and written a good many more, but none of them had been paranormal or come close to being paranormal.   Paranormal romance was hugely popular even in 2003 (and the demand hasn’t slowed down by so much as a micrometre per second in the decade since) but I had resisted writing and publishing in the genre simply because it was so popular.  If I had abruptly switched gears and begun writing paranormal romances after seven romantic suspense and historical romance titles, I felt that readers would rightly accuse me of jumping on the popular bandwagon just to exploit it.

Besides, I felt uneasy talking about magic and spells and things that go bump in the night with a straight face.  I didn’t think I could do it without rolling my eyes, and the readers would surely spot that in my story-telling.  I was, until that point in time, a hard science fiction fan.  I wanted science and facts to explain the mysterious.  If there was an all-powerful force holding an object up in mid-air, it better by gum be generated by a machine or mind-machine meld, or some sort of pseudo-science with a basis in logic, or I was out of there.

Here I was, though, committed to a paranormal romance anthology and facing having to write a novella-length romance that was going to keep company with two of the best writers in the business...who also happened to write some of the best-selling paranormal stories of the day.

I started researching not just my story, but the paranormal romance genre in general, as it was a whole new field for me.  I ate and drank paranormal everything for weeks, looking for trends, meanings and a way I could write a story within the genre without feeling like a complete charlatan.

I very quickly noticed that more than a few paranormal stories plug into history and mythology...and that was my entry card.  I love and adore history, mythology and anthropology.   So I fell back on one of my favourite Celtic myths; the Arthurian legends—which are not without their own tales of magic and wizardry—and built up from there a modern day world of supernatural powers, evil forces and fated destinies.

Jenna’s reluctance to embrace her powers and her scepticism about anything “weird” was a reflection of my own original uneasiness with all things paranormal.  By the end of the book both Jenna and I had accepted our new roles completely.

Solstice Surrender went on to be published as part of the Winter Warriors anthology that year.  In 2009, Ellora’s Cave republished it as a stand-alone novella, in December, almost on the exact day of the winter solstice (their publishing schedule wouldn’t permit them to release it on the exact day, although I coaxed and begged).

Also in 2009, I embraced the paranormal world fully and began writing vampire romance books under the Teal Ceagh pen name for Ellora’s Cave.  Within three novellas I was utterly hooked.  I have stopped releasing books under the Teal Ceagh pen name now, but I am still writing and publishing vampire series and paranormal romances under my own name and I have no intention of stopping.  

I’m thrilled to be able to release Solstice Surrender in this, my Author’s Edition.  It has been re-edited and expanded—there are no whole new scenes, but there has been enough wordage added throughout the story that it is now no longer just a novella but a short book; one that can be published as a print edition in its own right.

Enjoy.





  

Chapter One
 

Despite every table in the coffee shop being filled to capacity, Jenna could still hear every contemptuous word the man in the taupe wool coat said. Each cutting phrase rang clear despite three tables and the blended babble of French, English and Japanese that separated them. 

If she could hear perfectly well, then the petite brunette sitting next to him must be benefiting from a Dolby surround sound experience. Shadows dusted the skin under the woman’s eyes, and she kept her gaze on her big round coffee cup. Occasionally she sipped it. Otherwise she left her hands in her lap.

“Why on earth you thought it necessary to order breakfast for five a.m. defies analysis.” The man in the taupe coat stirred his latte with violent flicks of his fingers. Yeah, he was a real prince. “I booked the guide for this afternoon. I don’t know why I should have to get out of bed before eight a.m. for anyone. My porridge was as cold as a wet herring. A complete waste of food and money.”

It was the second time he had been through this diatribe since Jenna had been drawn to the sound of his rich English baritone and begun to listen. 

Jenna looked up at the big clock behind the five girls tripping over each other behind the counter, as they rushed to fill orders. Breakfast for even the most lay-about person in the world would have been three hours ago. 

She glanced back at the bowed shoulders of the woman beside the Prince and shoved her distaste for the man up to active dislike. 

“I’m sorry, Nigel.” The woman seemed to whisper compared to his penetrating bass. “I thought we might go window shopping before the hike—”

“Shopping?” He almost dropped his coffee cup in his amazement. “We come half way around the world on the trip of a lifetime, to the most stunning mountains on the North American continent and you want to shop?” The contempt in his voice would have withered the ego of Lady GaGa. The woman shrank into herself even more.

Jenna’s top lip tried to curl up in disgust.

The woman picked up her coffee cup. Her hand trembled a little.

Dump the coffee on him, Jenna silently urged her.

The Prince rolled on as if his companion hadn’t spoken. “Your utter lack of a brain is ruining this entire tour. I should have left you at home, but then you would just get yourself into even deeper trouble there, wouldn’t you? If I didn’t dance attendance every hour…good lord, you’d probably die of cold because you’re too stupid to re-start the oil heater, or something or other.”

Pressure built up in Jenna’s temples as she stared at the woman. Her gut clenched, roiling with anger. Dump the goddamn coffee in his lap! The powerful mental urging worked Jenna’s throat as if she had actually cried it aloud.

 The woman swung her hand around in a ninety-degree arc until the coffee cup hovered over his thighs. Deliberately, she turned it upside down, emptying it of a steaming half-liter of rich brown mocha.

Jenna’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened.

Chaos let rip with a sound like thunder. 

The Prince bounced to his feet with a roar of pain and cracked his thighs against the edge of the table with a wet slap. The impact produced a sharper scream of agony and he plopped back down with the suddenness of a puppet whose strings had been severed. Only his chair wasn’t there anymore — his abrupt rise to his feet had pushed it back out of the way.

He hit the floor and the thud jarred the ancient beams. Jenna felt the impact reverberate through her table and chair.

The Prince stayed down this time, while the room of tourists gasped and exclaimed in their native tongues. From across the room, Jenna heard a single snigger, quickly muffled.

The woman looked even more amazed than Jenna felt. She still held her cup out at half-mast, upside down, drops of coffee beading on the rim. She stared at it as if it had suddenly come alive in her hand.

Those nearest the Prince dived to help him as he flopped about on the floor, simultaneously trying to lift his soaked, steaming trousers away from his crotch and massage his bruised thighs. Paper napkins began to float through the air like oversized confetti as customers tossed handfuls toward the man on the floor, between the legs of those surrounding him. 

Two of the café staff were hurrying over with cloths and a mop and bucket. One was carrying the universally recognizable bright neon yellow caution sign, with a stick figure of a man falling flat on his ass. 

Jenna bit her bottom lip even harder as she glimpsed the caricature.

Her satisfaction over the swift turn of events died, though, as she watched the woman. No one else was paying the woman much attention. The brunette lowered the cup to the table with the same care one used to handle an antique crystal decanter…or a rattlesnake. Then she rose and stepped away from the cup as if it might leap at her. 

She crouched beside the man and patted him with her napkin. “Nigel…I don’t know what to say. I have no idea how that happened. It was like watching someone else do it.”

Jenna saw the smiles streak around behind the woman.  The barely hidden amusement. They didn’t believe her any more than the princely Nigel likely would.  Who could blame them? Jenna had watched her pour coffee all over him. Of course the woman had done it herself, because if she hadn’t acted from her own free will, then what had just happened here? 

She glanced around to see if anyone stared at her, if anyone thought she had anything to do with this.

A man lounged at the table by the door, a day-old Calgary Herald in his hands. He was watching her, his face bereft of even a hint of the hilarity that gripped the rest of the room.

Delly’s stomach clenched with tension and a strong urge to flee the café gripped her. She drained her coffee cup, then moved towards the only exit—the door the man sat beside.

When his gaze did not move away from her as she approached, Jenna’s heart picked up speed. She talked to herself firmly. Maybe he just likes your hair, Jenna. In this tourist town casual vacation affairs start quick and end quicker.

But she couldn’t discount the pandemonium going on behind her. Every other eye in the room had stayed glued upon the Prince, who was swearing as lustily as any dock worker while staff, customers and the brunette worked to soothe him and clean up the mess.  

In a room with a mini-drama unfolding right behind her, anyone who could ignore the chaos to focus upon something else was highly motivated.

So what did he want?

The habits of her profession kicked in. Jenna took a mental snapshot of the guy’s face, cataloguing the features for future reference. Large brown eyes, thick brows and blonde hair trimmed neatly. Strong jaw and neck. The neck was layered in muscle and thick, like a body builder’s. A luxurious overcoat hid the rest of him except for a polished toe of an expensive casual leather shoe. Clearly, snow and slush were not an issue for him.

One all-encompassing glance then she lifted her chin, kept her gaze on the sidewalk outside and headed for the door in as confident a don’t-mess-with-me bearing as she could manage.

She nearly jumped out of her skin when he stood, clearly intending to halt her.

A hand settled on her shoulder, big and heavy. She felt the body belonging to the hand slide into place on her other side. A quiet voice sounded. “Keep walking straight past him. Don’t look around. Out onto the street. Quietly, now.”

Dozens of questions arose. A hundred, perhaps. Jenna pushed them aside, focusing instead on the fact that this voice, this body, intended to help her. Somehow.

She swallowed back her fear and pummelled every doubt and instinct that was screaming at her that this was a completely lunatic idea, turn around now, Jenna! She made herself keep walking as instructed. She didn’t look behind, because a normal pedestrian wouldn’t. She didn’t look up at him, either, although she was sorely tempted .She could tell from the way his hand rested on her shoulder that he was tall.

Outside in the street, the guiding hand on her shoulder lifted away. He picked up her hand. “Can you run?”

Before she could even turn to face him he surged ahead, shouldering his way through the crowded sidewalk and dragging her with him. All she could see of him were wide shoulders under a black wool overcoat and black hair that curled over the collar.

She was dragged along in his wake, protected from a lot of jostling by the swathe he cut through the people, but because she didn’t have to worry about their direction, she automatically monitored their rear. It was a trained reflex, triggered by his haste. In her profession, there was only one reason to run away from something: the something pursued you with hostile intentions. 

She heard behind her the unmistakable sounds of pursuit—hurried footsteps crunching through the snow, a male voice muttering apologies as the crowd re-forming behind them was again pushed aside.

“Avaon, damn you!” 

Directed at the man holding her hand? Did their pursuer know him?

Then she heard something that made her blood run cold. The pursuer whistled sharply. Two short notes. A signal. A call for help.

Her adrenaline surging, Jenna put on a turn of speed and gripped the man’s hand with a strength that would defy most attempts to separate them. He’d just saved her from a bad situation and was trying to deliver her to safety. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if she let go and didn’t intend to find out.

They dodged around clumps of pedestrians, heading for the corner and the traffic lights. A thick group of people stood waiting for the lights to change. They would never get through them. But at the last second when she thought he would bowl his way through, sending people flying into the gutters, he abruptly dodged left, sprinting out into the gearing-up traffic that was accelerating now that their lights had turned green. 

Jenna’s heart leapt and her throat closed up, even as she acknowledged the smart move. 

He stepped around a hood that nosed out over the traffic light stop line and she jinked sideways to match him and not break their handgrip. Horns blared one-note insults at them. The car in the lane she had just cleared floored its gas pedal and leapt forward with a snarl of the motor. It neatly blocked off their pursuers.

He leapt onto the opposite pavement, pulling her with him, and began to run again, now that the crowds had thinned once more. A dozen more feet at full tilt, then he made another unsignalled change of direction into an arcade that opened to their left, through to a courtyard, then another arcade, onto another street….

Jenna lost track of their location. She’d only been in Banff three days and didn’t know the streets well—there had been no reason to study a street map and learn the layout as she wasn’t here on business. Now she regretted the break with custom.

Despite three weeks in hospital, her wind was still good and she kept up with him well. He slowed, still changing directions, but bringing them down to the same speed as every other tourist in town. They mingled. Walked. 

Jenna lengthened her stride and caught up with him. “We’ve lost them.”

“For a while.” His head was still averted, but not through shyness—he was checking each store they passed. “That’ll do,” he declared with a tone of satisfaction.

He slipped sideways into a deep door recess and pushed open an elegant art-deco door with a brushed steel handle that swooped in a shallow arc the length of the door. 

Warmth bathed their faces as they stepped inside and Jenna drew a long slow breath, feeling the air reach the bottom of her lungs.

It was a clothes store selling outerwear—luxurious stuff way out of her financial reach. Racks and store dummies were draped with furs, suede, glowing wool, and leather garments while more shelves, boxes and tables were spread with accessories and smaller items.

The store was hushed and still, with the peculiar sort of muffled quiet that seemed to belong only to ridiculously expensive retail stores.

He pulled her between the stands and shelves toward the back of the long, narrow store, glancing left and right. 

“Ah!” He dropped her hand and strode over to a wall of long coats. Rifling through them, he reached between hangers to check the size tag, then looked around for a sales assistant.  

A perfectly groomed and well-dressed middle-aged woman was hurrying toward them. She had a tiny gold metal name tag on her shirt. 

 “I would like my friend to try this coat on, please,” he told her as soon as she was close enough. 

“Yes, sir.” The assistant pulled a bunch of keys out of her pocket and unlocked the long chain that wove through all the garments and hangers. 

Jenna stood back, letting the man take charge for she understood his purpose. He wanted to disguise her and change her appearance. By changing her coat and putting on a hat, she could adjust her appearance enough to fool most observers.

Instead, Jenna watched him, hoping to see his face at last. When he had the coat in his hands and turned to face her she finally got her first look. 

He had black eyes that matched the black hair. He was tall—taller by a good six inches than anyone else around him. Clear pale skin and a square jaw. His gaze was steady.  So steady.  He was staring at her.  She knew that gaze in some far distant way.  It came out of memories.  She recognized the source of that steadiness. It touched on dreams and jumbled impressions from her past. It invoked a memory she could not bring into focus. 

Time hiccupped and jumped out of its deep groove of consistency, then paused to let her catch up. In that endless moment, her senses turned around and inside out. Everything she knew, all her hard-earned experience and wisdom, her knowledge of how the world worked and her place in it, shattered in reaction.

For the balance of that timeless moment, she struggled to find a way to deal with it. Her knees had weakened and wouldn’t lock. She trembled. Her insides turned watery.

But that was just the superficial stuff. What slammed into her and took most of her attention was a ravening, compulsive need.  Lust. Hunger like she had never felt before.

Her wanting for him raced through her body like hot acid, creating the trembling, and the shuddering heart. Her clitoris swelled and throbbed, demanding attention. She grew wet, slippery and ready.

He was still staring at her. He was standing closer to her than she normally accepted, but not nearly close enough to suit her now. She had to tilt her head back to look at him, aware of how it exposed her throat. She was abruptly aware of the thrust of her now sensitive breasts against her sweater. Would he notice her erect nipples pushing against the material? Would it be enough of a signal for him to touch her? She wanted him to try. She ached for him to try and would not stop him if he dared.

With that reckless thought, the moment she had thought to be endless came crashing to a close and time bumped back into its usual channel.

Cold fright touched her again, shadowed by amazement. This man was a stranger. She had never met him before. Yet…. “You.” She took a laboured breath. She had to work to draw it in for her chest was tight, constricting her lungs. Her head was singing with a high, keening tension. “I know you, but….”

“I know.” He glanced at the assistant. “Later,” he said, his tone a low command.  “Take off your coat.”

She stripped off her cheap coat, her gloves and scarf, as she fought to bring to full consciousness the recalcitrant memory nudging at her. It seemed terribly important to remember.

Down to sweater and jeans, she turned and allowed him to slide the coat onto her shoulders and suppressed a sigh of delight as the incredibly soft, supple material touched her flesh. The dark green shearling felt like silk. The lining was silk and gorgeous. She indulged in a purely feminine moment. I am never taking this off.

He tested the fit at her shoulders, then tugged the fronts together to make sure the buttons closed without pulling and nodded. “We’ll take it,” he declared to the assistant and began snapping off the unbreakable plastic leads on the tags as if they were old cotton thread. “Leave it on. Find a hat,” he told her, confirming her earlier guess about his intention to disguise her. For the benefit of the assistant he added, “One of those ones you can tuck your hair up inside. You look beautiful that way.”

Jenna nodded, understanding his silent message: Hide your hair. It’s too recognizable.

She walked back to the shelves of hats at the rear of the store, in clear sight of the cash register. It took a few moments, but she finally found a knitted hat that felt like fur, but couldn’t be—not knitted. 

She leaned over and whipped her red-gold hair into a long twisted cable, then coiled it on her head and slid the cap over the top. The delicate touch of the material delighted her. Unable to resist preening, she glanced in the conveniently-placed mirror and found it didn’t look too bad on her at all. She had never bothered with hats before. Kevin hadn’t liked them much.

She made sure all wisps of red were out of sight and went back to the cash register, where the man stood handing over a credit card to the smiling assistant. 

He wore a flat-brimmed western hat now and when she reached him, he pushed a pair of women’s leather gloves at her. Dark green. She slipped them on, while he removed the tags on her hat. He handed the tags to the assistant, who gushed over them and her amazing sale.

A second assistant folded Jenna’s old coat, gloves and scarf and put them into a big shopping bag. The man picked up the bag and handed it to Jenna. “Merry Christmas.” 

He kissed her.

It was a chaste kiss, as kisses go, but it shocked her twice over: once because she hadn’t anticipated it and the second time because her heart leapt at the contact. Firm lips against her own. Hot, full ones. How long had it been since she had last been kissed? She stared at him, her lips tingling and her breath coming a little faster.

Then she pulled herself together, remembering their audience. “I just didn’t expect this. Honey, you’re so good to me.” She plastered on a big smile.

“As you said, you know me, but you don’t.” He glanced at the women behind the counter. “She always makes it sound like a complaint.” And he smiled, showing even white teeth.

They melted.

Gripping her arm, he led her toward the back corner of the store once more. There was an arch there that led through to the other three shops that shared the common wall. In a town like Banff, tucked away in the depths of the Canadian Rockies, being able to move from shop to shop without stepping outside too often was an advantage.

He chose the store directly behind the coat shop and they found themselves in an antique bookstore. They had been off the street for nearly ten minutes and in that time they had completely changed their outer appearances.

He paused to stare hard through the plate glass at the front of the store, while she played her role and wandered the nearest stack of books. 

She couldn’t read titles. Her heart still skittered and her hand shook as she lifted volumes from the shelves. She had absorbed a lot in fifteen minutes and a million questions were still lined up to be asked. Despite that, all she could focus on was his kiss.

She noticed his sudden stillness as he stared at the window and her heart gave another small sharp leap.

He moved a pace sideways so the book stack partially hid him and kept watch for a minute more, his jaw taut.  His dark gaze was steady upon the window, the heavy brows over his black eyes pulled slightly together. It was a very long minute. 

Finally, his shoulders relaxed and he walked back to where she stood at the closed-off end of the stack. 

She replaced the book. “They were here?”

“They have moved on.” He stopped next to her, making her heart skitter even more. He was studying her face again. 

“What?” Why did he examine her so carefully? He stood very close. The corridor between the stacks was blocked from her view by his shoulders. She had noticed his height almost immediately but his mass, the solidness of him, had not registered until now when he stood before her.

His hand lifted to cup her cheek and he gave a slow smile.  His smile was astonishing. It made all the dark brooding qualities in his face and eyes disappear.  It was like watching the sun come out on a blustery day, after the clouds passed by.  His eyes grew warm and rich with cheer and promise.  The change in him stole her breath once more. 

“I am pleased…very pleased to find you are also beautiful,” he told her.

“Excuse me?”

Then he kissed her again. This time it was not a simple kiss to calm fluttering observers. This kiss was his alone. 

For a moment she struggled with surprise that he should kiss her at all, but the mental protest died unspoken. She responded to the kiss anyway and that was its own novelty. This was no featherweight touch of his lips to hers.  He was kissing her like…

…a lover, her mind whispered.

His lips played against hers, teasing and tasting.  He stroked her face and throat before slipping his hands inside the coat to explore the shape of her shoulders, her chest, then down to her waist.  His long fingers tried to circle her body, the thumbs smoothing a warm, tingling path over her skin above the band of her jeans.

Coherent thought faded under the assault of his hands and mouth. 

His lips crushed hard against hers, demanding. As her lips parted, his tongue slid inside her mouth and explored, stroking. 

Hot need spread through her, frightening her with the strength of it. She had not felt something this strongly since…she had not felt it, ever. Not like this, not with this utter certainty of rightness, of symmetry. 

“I know you,” she murmured against his lips.

“Yes.” His voice rumbled through her senses.

“Who are you?”

“Yours.” His big hot hands inside her coat drew her up hard against him. The strength of his arms around her felt possessive. His lips moved over her face, her throat, his movements hurried.

His urgency affected her, made her need surge with a rushing demand of its own. She thrust her hands inside his coat. Her fingers felt the softness of cotton, warmed to body temperature. Behind it lay the yielding firmness of flesh. Each breath he took lifted his chest. Her spread fingers moved restlessly against his back, feeling the width there, the play of muscles under the skin and the heat.

His scent washed over her, wholly masculine and delicious, a goad of its own.

Her need became sharp, ravening. Her need to have him…no, to have him take her overwhelmed her. Even though a small corner of her mind marvelled at this uninhibited abandonment of good sense and reason, a more primitive part of her revelled in the freedom to express herself. She gripped his ass beneath the denim, hard under her fingers and urged him to press himself against her. The delightful answering pressure against her mons and the deep groan that reverberated through him sent pleasure spearing through her, straight to her throbbing clitoris. The small nub of flesh swelled and beat with life in response.  Her nipples ached for his touch.

His hand held her face steady but the other smoothed its way up her torso, bringing her tee-shirt up with it and she held her breath, waiting for the first touch of his hand on her breast.  The first delicious stroke of her nipple. She swayed backwards, instinctively giving him room. Access.

But the touch did not come. His hand halted on her midriff. He lifted his mouth from her lips and studied her, the brows coming together.

“Don’t stop!” She clutched at his coat.

“I’m sorry. I forgot. It has been long since I had to deal with….” Then he shook his head. “Explanations can wait. First, we must get you some food.”

She couldn’t process his words, for the tidal surges tugging at her body still demanded her attention and stole her senses. “I don’t understand.” 

“Find your feet.” He straightened up. “Slowly.”

She realized that he was holding nearly all her weight off the floor. His arm was around the small of her back, propping her up.  Jenna brought one foot back underneath herself, her inner thigh brushing against his leg. She put her weight on the foot. Slowly, he let her stand back on her feet, watching her with a hawk-like scrutiny. 

“Lord, I’m…lightheaded.” She clutched at her temple as the room tilted.

“You’ve gone as white as a lily.” He pulled her tee-shirt down and kept his hand on her shoulder a moment longer. “Food is what you need.”

“As long as it’s a whole buffet.” For not only did her head seem light, but her whole body felt hollow, like everything of strength and substance had been scooped out, leaving an empty shell.

“Can you walk?” He was watching her again.  Assessing.  The dark brooding expression was back in his eyes.

Alarm touched her. “What’s wrong with me?” He seemed to know what was happening to her.  He was clearly a long term resident of this strange wonderland she had been dropped into.

“It will take time to explain that to you and you don’t have time to spare. Come.” He tucked his hand under her elbow and walked her to the end of the aisle. She leaned against him for support. All the hard-won strength and energy she had regained since the accident had drained away. A small breeze would blow her over.

He glanced out past the stacks, cautiously rechecking their escape route remained clear, then walked her to the door.  They stepped outside. 

The air crackled with cold. While they had been inside, the temperature and the light had both dropped sharply.  It was nearly four p.m. and almost dark. Big fat flakes of snow drifted to the ground.

He stopped and looked up at the thick black clouds overhead. “This isn’t good.”

“Snow? It is winter. It snows in winter, here.  That’s why the tourists come here.” She struggled to do up the unfamiliar fastenings of her coat one-handed, unwilling to give up her support.

“The sky was perfectly clear thirty minutes ago. This is unnatural.” He looked around, then led her toward the mall on the other side of the courtyard. The mall would lead to back to the street.

“What does that mean?” she demanded.

“Later. My car is a block away. You’re staying at the Banff Springs Hotel?”

“Yes, but—”

But he hurried her along, back onto the street, leaving her no breath for more questions. His car, when they reached it, turned out to be a big Scout with wide tires, perfect for this sort of driving condition. He helped her up into it and carefully bundled her into the passenger seat and buckled the seat belt.

Then he settled behind the wheel and started the car.

Jenna cleared her throat awkwardly. She sat in a perfect stranger’s car. Yet he didn’t feel like a stranger. “Perhaps you should tell me your name.”

He smiled. It was that same wide, light expression that caught her breath and made her think of the clear ring of trumpets sounding victories, Christmas dinners and every Hallmark moment she had ever seen on television. “And you tell me yours.” 

“You don’t know my name?” She paused, surprised. “Why do I feel like you should know my name?”

He checked over his shoulder for a break in traffic. “Because just like you think you know me, I know you, too.” He looked back at her.  The smile had faded, but the impression of lightness and spirit was still there.  “I have known you a very long time,” he told her. ”But in a way that doesn’t need names.”

She shivered.

“Now, we need names.” He looked at her, waiting.

There was so much unspoken in his words, so much implied. “You have a lot of answering to do.” She held out her hand. “Jenna MacDonald.”

He shook her hand firmly. “Rhys Cellyn.” He pronounced his last name so it sounded like ‘kellin’ which emphasized yet again the touch of foreignness about him. He made no smart ass comments about her name—no mention of happy meals. Jenna relaxed just a little bit more.

Rhys flipped on the indicator and spun the wheel, easing the car out into traffic. “I have so much to tell you, Jenna.”





  

Chapter Two
 

Just as they hit the hotel car park, Jenna felt the light-headed hunger return with a vengeance. She groaned and leaned over, clutching her stomach. 

“I know. I can fix that in a minute.” He parked the car, climbed out and came around to her side to open the door and help her out. Frosty air washed over her, bathing her face and hands. 

With a hand under her elbow, he walked her over to the nearest entrance to the hotel. The weakness seemed worse and she was glad when Rhys’ hand came back under her elbow and his arm braced her back. 

The hotel had a big double-doored entrance. Four paces inside the first set of doors hung a second set, providing a baffle against the cold. Between the two sets of doors, pushed back against the wall, stood a pop dispenser. 

“Wait.” Rhys dug into his jeans pocket. He bought a can of Coke and popped the lid and handed it to her. “Drink it down. The sugar will help.”

She took three or four deep swallows, even though the chill of the soda hurt her throat, while Rhys led her across the foyer, towards the elevators. The main dining room was on the second floor of the lobby. 

Jenna felt so weak and lethargic that she simply stood in the elevator, unable to stir herself enough to pull off her cap and gloves, or even open up her coat, although it was warm in the hotel, and she could feel her cheeks heating.  

Rhys wordlessly reached over and slid the knitted cap off her head, then picked up her hands and tugged the gloves from her fingers.  He pushed them into her coat pockets. He did it with no fuss, as if he was used to doing it. He seemed to understand her weakness precisely.

Then the elevator slid open and he led her into the restaurant, propping her up once more.  He arrange for a table with the same quiet tone.

They were given a small table by a window, tucked behind a stone column that supported a higher floor. It wasn’t the best table in the dining room but they were not properly dressed for the restaurant, either. However, the table was extremely private. The two tables closest to them had no diners.

Before the waiter could even take away the wine glasses, Rhys had glanced at the menu. “Could you bring us the pan-fried salmon steak and the green salad, with a flax seed oil vinaigrette, as soon as possible? And two big glasses of orange juice.”

Jenna, in the process of slowly unfolding her napkin and laying it on her lap, stared at him.

“Two, sir?” the waiter asked.

“Yes. And as quickly as possible.” Rhys handed him the menu.

The waiter hurried away, while Jenna let her napkin fall. “Yes, fish! That’s exactly what I want. But I didn’t know that until you ordered it just now. How did you know?”

“Your body is screaming for sugar and omega 3 and 6 oil. The orange juice is almost pure sugar.” He touched the back of his head with his long fingers. “So far as scientific investigation has been able to establish, the major source of energy for what we do is generated by the brain, and the brain uses sugar for energy. So you crave sugar. But you’re not just using energy. You’re also stressing the brain cells themselves, and they are mostly made up of EFA’s. Essential fatty acids—especially Omega threes and sixes. Fish and in particular salmon is rich in the stuff. So is flax.”

Jenna stared at him, her stomach knotting and a cold weight settling around her heart. Please let it be a misunderstanding, she whispered silently to herself.  She had simply misunderstood.  He really wasn’t taking this conversation in the direction he seemed to be taking it.

The waiter placed their glasses of orange juice on the table.  Jenna picked hers up with a trembling hand and gulped it down. It was cold and delicious—she drained the sixteen ounce glass immediately.

Rhys drank, then reached into the pocket of his coat which was hanging on the chair behind him.  He pulled out a small bottle of tablets. “EFA supplements. They’re mine, but you take them. I know where to get more. Start taking three a day, one with each meal.”

She picked up the bottle and studied it. “Why?” she demanded.

“Because until you get used to it, you’re going to find this sort of hunger draining you every time you extend yourself.” He took a breath. “Every time you use your power.”

She dropped the bottle like it had grown red hot and put her hands in her lap. The bottle hit the table with a dull thud, making the tablets inside rattle. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Jenna…”

“What exactly are you trying to tell me?”

His answer was calm, just like the expression in his eyes. He was gazing at her steadily, no quarter given. “I think you already know that.”

She shook her head, denying it. “This afternoon, that man in the coffee shop, the one that chased us, he didn’t call you Cellyn. He called you…A-Aveyon.”

“Avaon,” Rhys corrected. “It’s a name I used once, long ago. That is the name he knows me by.”

It was a perfectly straight forward answer, but the hints of a mysterious past, of different identities, annoyed her. It made her uneasy. “Who is he, then? He doesn’t have multiple identities, does he?”

“His name is Clement Hine and no, he uses no other name.”

“Maybe I should have let him help me instead of you.”

His gaze remained steady. “You also know the truth of that, Jenna. You let your instincts guide you this afternoon and you’re still safe. You knew without being told so that you could trust me.”

She dropped her gaze to the tablecloth.  She couldn’t meet his eyes.  She didn’t want to acknowledge the truth. She was not willing to let him pull the conversation back to where he had been taking it, so she kept up the attack.

“Where were you in the coffee shop, then? I studied every face in that shop, before the coffee thing happened and you weren’t there. Not before it all went down.”

“Every face?” he asked, with a small smile. “That’s not a common talent, remembering faces.”

“It’s not talent, it’s training,” she snapped. “And stay on the subject.”  

“Training?” His eyes narrowed. “Wait…you knew we had lost them this afternoon….” He sat forward, the brows coming together. “You never asked why I bought the coat. You knew. What do you do for a living, Jenna? Who do you work for?”

“I can’t say.” Wariness flooded her. The SIA’s secrets were not hers to divulge.

“You’ve already said too much.” Rhys leaned back and crossed his arms, studying her again. “Not CIA or FBI.  You don’t have that sharp, PC look about you. Royal Canadian Mounted Police?” He lifted his brow.

“Nice guess, as we’re in Canada. But I’m American.” She shook her head.  “I won’t confirm your guesses, even if by some wild chance you guessed right.” Which he would never do. The SIA—the Secret Intelligence Agency—was called that for a reason. While the CIA cavorted about in public drawing the gaze of civilians and other countries’ organizations, the SIA quietly moved in the shadows, getting the job done. No one knew about the SIA except those who worked for it. Even Jenna didn’t know every facet of the organization, just her small pocket of it.

Rhys’ frown deepened. “Given your appearance, your speech idioms and the hint of west coast in your speech…all things considered, I’d say you work for the SIA.”

Jenna snapped her jaw shut before it could do more than sag open by a millimeter or two, but it was enough to tell him what she would not say. 

He smiled. “Yes, I thought so.”

“How do you know that?” she demanded. “How do you know about the SIA at all?”

“Simple. I have done contract work for them. And I know, from that work, that headquarters are in Seattle. I’m familiar with the type of people they employ. You sound a little like a Seattle native. Add that to your unusual training…” He shrugged. “I won’t pry any more, because I know you can’t tell me anything, but at least we both know that you’re more than capable of looking after yourself if need be. That will help.”

“Help what?”

“For the solstice.” He nodded toward the window beside them, where snow was building against the glass. “They’re already starting to throw their defenses against us. What they will bring to bear on us during the solstice will need all our combined skills.”

 The subject was turning back to the uneasy territory she had nudged it away from. She grasped quickly for a deflection. “So where did you spring from this afternoon? I notice you carefully didn’t confirm that you weren’t in the shop before that coffee thing happened.”

He sat back, and Jenna could almost feel his sudden caution. “Why do you call it that? ‘The coffee thing’.”

“What the hell else should I call it?”

“What happened?”

“Then you weren’t there.”

“Tell me.”

She shrugged. “I overheard a man ripping a woman to shreds—verbally, anyway. Then she…I don’t know.” In her mind, she saw again the woman’s hand swivel around, the big coffee cup in it. The woman’s eyes widening in surprise—even before she tipped it upside down. “She got fed up with it. Got pissed off. Something. And she dumped her cup of coffee in his lap.” She grimaced. “Serves him right.”

“Is that what really happened?”

She felt the little jump of nerves inside her. “Of course it is!” 

He lifted his fingers a little. A calming motion. Peace.

Screw that. She glared at him. “So if you weren’t in the shop when the coffee got dumped, then where were you and what made you decide to step up and help me?”

He was back to staring at her again.  She knew he was taking her measure. His gaze did not fall away from her face by a millimeter as he spoke slowly and clearly. “When you dumped that woman’s coffee into her partner’s lap, I was a quarter of a mile away.” His gaze wouldn’t release her, wouldn’t let her shy away from the bald fact he had just given her.

She realized her hands trembled. She put them flat on the table, to hide the tremble. “Goddamn it.” Her voice was hoarse and she cleared it. “What did I do to that woman? I sat a table away from her.”

“You did exactly what you’re beginning to suspect you did, Jenna. You made her dump the coffee.”

The surge, the mental thrust as she had silently shouted at the woman….

She touched her temple and felt the clamminess there. Cold sweat. “You can’t know that. You weren’t there.”

“I felt it, Jenna. Even from a quarter mile’s distance I felt it. You can’t control it properly yet, so you push the field too hard. I’m surprised Hine didn’t break out with a nose bleed, sitting that close to you.”

She recalled Hine’s face when she had first seen him. The etched brow. “He had a headache.” Then meaning of that hit her and the trembling worsened. “Oh shit.” She realized she was rubbing her own temple and dropped her hand. “No, no, no. This is too bizarre. It’s a fairy-tale, Rhys.”

He exuded calm, a stoical patience. “You haven’t asked yet how I got to the coffee shop so quickly.” 

But her mind slid away from contemplating that poser. The potential answers disturbed her too much to consider too closely. She shook her head. “What have you got me mixed up in?”

He covered her fist with his big hand and squeezed to keep it still. He looked at her steadily until she calmed down.

“I teleported.” The two words were soft, but perfectly clear.

She shook her head a little. “No.” It wasn’t possible. 

He was giving answers she didn’t want to hear, yet she knew he told the truth, the impossible-to-encompass truth. He sat there, calmly waiting for her to take it in. To accept it.

“Okay, then. Teleport us to Florida. Out of the snow, away from Clement Hine.”

“I can’t do that.” He sat back once more. “The more powerful lords can teleport themselves over short distances. Only the most powerful amongst us can transport other people at the same time. There hasn’t been one with that sort of power for centuries, that I can recall.”

Us. She shivered. Did he include her in that pronoun? “That you recall? What are you, some kind of historian?”

“Something like that.”

She pushed her glass away from her. “I can’t just accept this…this fantasy. Not like this. For god’s sake, Rhys, I’m an agent. I move in the world of the real. I deal with facts, with harsh realities.”

“This is real. Believe me.”

“Take it on faith?” She grimaced. “I’m atheist. I don’t believe a thing about this business of yours, Rhys. It’s all fairy stories for little kids. In the real world there’s a reason for everything and nothing goes bump in the night unless someone pushes it.”

He smiled. “That sounds like something someone else said once, that you’ve remembered.”

The sadness that seemed to permanently hover nearby these days descended over her like a pall, along with the pain and the fury the memories delivered each time she recalled them. “Yes, someone else did say that once.” Sudden tiredness drained all the resistance in her.

“Someone close.”

Tears pricked at her eyes and she wiped them on her sleeve with an impatient movement. “Let’s change subjects.”

“Your lover.” Rhys frowned. “What happened, Jenna?”

She stared at him, feeling the full force of her fury and helplessness surge anew. “He’s dead, okay? He was on assignment with me and someone screwed up and Kevin died. Now let’s change the goddamn subject.”

It was the first time she had managed to speak the words aloud, in the three months since Kevin had died. Her eyes swam with searing hot tears and the lump in her throat threatened to tear out her oesophagus, so hard and big did it seem. But she managed to ride both tears and hurt out, until she sat looking at the table cloth, her gaze back in focus and the sting in her eyes clearing. Only then did she dare look at Rhys.

He was still sitting.  Still watching her.  But the neutral expression had fled. “Kevin Allen?” he said, with something that sounded like caution in his voice.

This time she made no attempt to support her sagging jaw. “You knew him?”  Shock raged through her.  Of all the things Rhys had said and done on this strangest of strange days, this would be the most unexpected of them.  That he had known Kevin seemed the most unlikely of coincidences the world could arrange.   

“We worked together a couple of times.” Rhys spoke as if his mind had drifted elsewhere. Then he shook his head and gave a small gusty laugh. “Stars above, now it becomes so clear.” He was speaking to himself, but then he focused upon her again. “Is that why you’re here in Banff, Jenna?”

“Sort of. I don’t know anyone here. There’s nothing familiar.”

His eyes narrowed a little, the ridiculously long lashes lowering. “Running away?” 

“I prefer to think of it as detox and rejuvenation.”

His stare would not let her go. “You were injured? When Kevin died, you were injured, too.”

“Yes.”

“You’re mended, then? Physically?”

“The doctors tell me I’m well again, but I get weak. I still don’t feel…right.” The confession provided a surprising relief. The lag in her recovery had bothered her, even though she had not spoken of it to any of the doctors assigned to her case. She had dismissed it as the physical manifestation of her grief over Kevin and ignored the small voice of denial inside her.

“It’s not just the altitude here?”

“It’s not the altitude. It’s a weakness. I don’t like it. It makes me feel unsure of myself.” She stopped herself from revealing more, from speaking of the odd things that had been happening lately that made her feel unsettled and adrift. Like the coffee thing.

“Yes, I can see how someone like you would find that disconcerting. But if you don’t like the unsettling feelings, then why come here, where everything is new and unsettling?”

“I don’t…I can’t stand the idea of waking up at home, Christmas morning. Alone.” She pushed away the wail of self-pity with a mental shove.

“Ah, of course.” He grimaced a little. “I’m sorry, Jenna.”

She shook her head. “We both knew the risks. Accepted them.”

“But it doesn’t take away the pain.”

“The guilt,” she amended, surprising even herself with that revealing word.

Even Rhys veered away from it. “Kevin Allen was a cynic of the first water. He had no time for anything he couldn’t put his finger upon and identify.”

“He was an engineer. A geek.” It seemed disloyal to use those words to describe him that way, but even Kevin had called himself a geek. He had got a perverse delight out of the title. She suspected that at times, Kevin had maintained his ‘show me the evidence’ attitude out of sheer stubbornness and a contrary need to show how insubstantial and pathetic beliefs grounded on faith really were.

“How much of your inability to swallow the truth now is simply you clinging to his attitudes, Jenna?” His tone had softened. 

“Truth?” She pushed the bottle of pills a little, making them tip and roll across the table with a small rattle. “All of what you’ve said is hearsay. Parlour tricks. There’s no evidence.”

“Today wasn’t enough evidence for you?”

She couldn’t hold his gaze. “She dumped the coffee because the Prince she sat with deserved it. Every woman in that shop wanted her to do it.”

“You made her do it, Jenna.”

He didn’t emphasize the words in any way, but she jumped all the same. “No, I didn’t.”

He stood the bottle of pills back up. “That’s why you have this uncontrollable need for omega 3s and sugar right now. You’re not used to it. Your brain needs the restoratives, the energy.”

“No.” She was just tired. It had been a long day so far and she still hadn’t recovered from the accident properly. That’s why she had this need for food and was lightheaded. 

“It wasn’t Hine, Jenna. It certainly wasn’t me. We were both surrounded by temporals and therefore under the injunction of Erceldoune’s Precept—but you don’t know the laws yet.”

“What’s a temporal?” The question spilled from her before she reconsidered the wisdom of following Rhys down this conversational path. Her curiosity, her need to know it all, prompted it.

“Human. Not one of us.”

“A muggle?” All her defensive energy suddenly drained, like air from a tire. This time she knew he included her in the “us”. 

He grinned. “I wouldn’t have thought, given your cynicism about this, that you’d watch that sort of movie.”

“It’s just fun.” Then she amended herself. “I thought it was just fun.”

“That sort of stuff is just fun. Toads and wands.” He pushed the pills towards her again. “Take them. And you should eat more oil for a while—lots of polyunsaturates and monos. Olive oil. And up your water intake. Three liters a day, for someone your height and weight.”

She looked at the bottle and heard Kevin’s voice in her mind, a voice from the past; “All that hocus pocus stuff is such bullshit. Only idiots who need to prop up their egos with the idea they have a more important role in life than the one they currently own will swallow it. Anyone with any sort of self-respect can only laugh at it.”

Oh, how he would have skewered Rhys had he been sitting here listening to this! He would have slivered him into small pieces, all with a polite smile and irrefutable logic.

She looked at Rhys, shaking her head a little. “I can’t.” It was far too much to swallow right now. “I can’t accept this.”

“You can’t accept what you saw with your own eyes? Felt?”

“Kevin—”

“Kevin would have accepted it by now. He worked on a scientific basis. Empirical evidence. You got all the evidence you could ask for today.”

She bowed her head. Rhys was right. 

Again she saw the woman in the coffee shop, her eyes widen with surprise as she watched her own hand swing around with the coffee cup in it. It didn’t matter how much she tried to rationalize it, that one image would destroy her every argument. It was evidence. Unsavoury evidence she couldn’t make go away. She had to accept that something had happened in that shop that resided outside her experience to date. Something had made that woman act. Someone had influenced her. But how? And why?

Rhys’ explanations made a superficial sense. They fit with her own sense of rightness. But the facts supporting his reasons were the stuff of fantasy. Fairy-tale logic. That was the point where her defenses rose. To go against the ingrained attitudes of a lifetime….

She was saved from having to answer right away by the arrival of their food. She fell on hers, cutting into the salmon straight away. Rhys, too, tackled his plate with gusto. Well, he would need the EFAs, too.

She sheered away from that line of thought and pondered instead the question Rhys had raised. Would Kevin have accepted what he had seen if he had been there tonight? She looked at Rhys. “Did Kevin ever see you do…anything?”

He shook his head. “The law, the precept, prevents us—any of us—from using powers or displaying talents where a temporal will see them or be affected by them. The whole Corpus Temporalty was built around that precept. Temporals must never know, guess or even suspect our world exists.”

She continued eating, mulling it over. 

They were drinking coffee before Rhys spoke again. He tapped his spoon against the side of the cup in a thoughtful way, then put it down. “Let me give you a demonstration.”

“Here?”

“Why not?”

“Won’t the brimstone and smoke draw attention?”

He rolled his eyes, then settled back in his chair, his long legs stretched out before him. The silence lengthened.

“And?” 

Finally, he spoke. “In the coffee shop, you heard me when I told you to keep walking.”

“Well, yes.” She shrugged.

Yet I didn’t speak. The words echoed in her mind as if she had heard them, yet Rhys’ lips had not moved.

She swallowed. “Ventriloquism?” 

He shook his head, smiling. Then he sighed. “Cognitive dissonance. You have a vested interest in not believing what you saw and heard today, so the details will already be hazy in your memory.”

“Am I really being that stubborn?”

“You’re not the worst case I’ve come across.” He smiled a little. “Let’s try something else. I want you to close your eyes and—have you ever meditated?”

“Me?” 

“Well, it helps if you’ve had practice clearing your mind. Close your eyes and think of a dark place—a tunnel, going endlessly back.”

Curious, she closed her eyes and tried to think of the nothing he had been indirectly asking her to think of. It took a moment for her to let go of her other senses. She heard the murmur from other diners, the soft chink of cutlery against the beautiful porcelain china they used here. She smelled her coffee and felt the rough burr of the tablecloth beneath her fingers. 

She was very aware of Rhys, sitting across the table watching her.

Then she took a deep breath and consciously tried to let it all go, to relax and fall deeper into the well of blackness she pictured in her mind, shutting down her hearing, concentrating on the nothing inside.

In her mind’s eye she saw herself. It wasn’t her own thought—she wouldn’t think of herself from that outside perspective and it had a foreign, odd quality that marked it as not her thought. She saw a woman sitting at a table, one forearm resting across the tablecloth before her, her head bowed. She seemed slender to the point of illness. Her collarbones lay starkly outlined above the scoop neck of the tee-shirt, and her arms seemed thin. But her hair glowed golden red in the lights from the restaurant, rippling down across her shoulders. He wanted to push back the long lock there, that one, back over her shoulder….

Jenna jerked her head up to look at Rhys and for a moment even while her eyes flickered open the image remained, along with the unmistakable impulse that accompanied it.  It disappeared a second later. The delay told her it was not simply something she had dreamed up on her own.

Rhys leaned over the table and lifted the lock of hair that lay against her chest, and pushed it back over her shoulder. “That’s better.” Then he leaned back again, his black eyes with the tiny crow’s feet marks at the corners watching for her reaction.

“How?” Her voice croaked. Her heart beat heavily. This was evidence. Proof. How could she deny it any longer and maintain any self-respect? And if she must accept this moment, then the other moment in the coffee shop must also be as Rhys had maintained. She had made that woman dump the coffee.

Her gut clenched tight and her skin prickled with tension. “Why? Why any of it, what did Hine want with me…?”

“The how I can’t answer. As for the why—that’s for later.” He looked around. “For daylight and an absence of night fears.” He held up a hand as if she wanted to protest. “I promise that there will be an explanation. For now, let me leave it at this: The skills we have all are a product of our fields. Some of us have large fields, others have small ones. Each of us can sense the others’ fields and sometimes from long distances away. The closer we are, the more detail about that field we can sense.”

“But it wasn’t ‘sensing’! You put in my mind what you were seeing. What you felt.”

“Those of us working together can do that.”

“Working together?”

“Or simply being together. Close association builds bridges and sometimes unexpected synergies.” He rubbed his temple. “Which makes it impossible for us to lie to each other. You can’t lie in your mind. But enough for tonight, Jenna. You’ve got more than enough to think about.”

“Can I do that too? Give you my thoughts?” Then she blushed as she added, “Or have I been giving them to you all along?”

“It doesn’t work that way. It’s not like radio waves that are out there to be scooped up by any competent radio receiver. It takes an act of will to share your thoughts. But if you can hear me, then I most certainly can hear you, if you learn how.”

“How?”

“You pass it over. A deliberate decision, a determination to send it out. But don’t try it tonight. You’re still recovering from this afternoon.”

Enough clues had been dropped for her to grapple with the problem. She married up what she had experienced a moment ago with her emotions and actions this afternoon in the coffee shop—the moment when she now realized she had been…what? Using her powers? She sidled away from that cliché and studied Rhys instead. He watched her, his eyes narrowed a little. 

She tried a simple thing. She ‘pushed’ a thought at him. Can you hear me?

No reaction. She shrugged. “You’re not hearing me.” 

He smiled a little. “At first, it’s a lot easier to give something that has emotional importance to you. It’s easier to push.”

His use of the word ‘push’ to describe the process reassured her. She was on the right track, then. At the coffee shop she had been emotionally wound up. But what of emotional value could she push at him now? 

She thought of the intoxicating need for him she had experience the moment she had seen him. The disorientation….

She studied him. Rhys calmly sipped his coffee, looking urbane and comfortable, while her gut churned with the remembered maelstrom. She deliberately recalled the moment when he had finally looked at her. It built inside her, a hot ball of emotions and images jumbled together. And just like at the coffee shop, she pushed it at Rhys, a mental shove she could feel with her body.

She knew she had managed it when Rhys put his cup down very suddenly—exactly like he had been struck by a thought. His eyes widened. “Again.”

“If it’s just like a thought, can’t you simply recall it for yourself?”

“I have to have seen and felt it clearly the first time to recall it properly the second. It was too bright, too loud. Do it again.”

“I don’t know that I can.” Her cheeks prickled with heat.

His head bent a little sideways. “Don’t leave me confused, Jenna. I know what you were showing me. Today in the coat shop.”

“Yes.”

“Why that moment?”

“Because…well…” Showing him would explain it better and faster. She let the hot ball of feelings well up inside her again and pushed it out towards him, trying not to shove so hard. She kept the single moment clear in her mind along with the feelings that went with it. She discarded the rest of the package.

“More.” 

She replayed the next few minutes, alternatively recalling them, then nudging them towards him. Then she discovered the trick of thinking and sending at once and let the rest of the confusion, the feelings of betrayal, the lingering emotions over Kevin’s death, play out in her mind.

Then she opened her eyes and looked at Rhys, her gut still churning. What would his reaction be?

He nodded slowly. “I see.” Then he swivelled to face her squarely. “Let me show you something, now. It may ease your mind.”

A feather of fear touched her. “How well did you know Kevin?” she asked. “Is it something about him?”

“No.” He smiled a little. “Kevin and I got along tolerably well, given our differences of opinion. But he would never have confessed anything to someone like me.”

Jenna took a deep breath. “Or me.”

He nodded again, as if it wasn’t a surprise. “Close your eyes. You’ll find it easier that way until you’ve had more practice.”

She closed her eyes and tried to think of the black well she had used before. And suddenly the images appeared there, firm and detailed. She immersed herself in them, caught by their intensity, the emotions in them, drawn into the story they unfolded.

A young Rhys, a long time ago—how long, she couldn’t figure. No reference appeared for her to establish time beyond the certainty that this memory came from long ago. Rhys, staring out across the Atlantic, towards the shores of North America, knowing he was doomed to leave his home, his country, that he was being called there. She was there: the unknown woman who held his fate in her hands.

A flicker of impressions came, too fast for Jenna to separate them individually, but the overall impression of time passing: hard work, fear, loneliness. Danger and the constant search for her. The one that he had come to America to find. The signs had faded, the search turned cold. But he had continued the fight, knowing that his future remained set.

And then the sense of her had flickered back into being, like a candle coming back to flame. Weak at first. Hazy and out of focus, difficult to locate. But she was near. Very near. 

And then the burst of energy, the increasing strength…which drew the attention of others beside himself. They all began to draw in upon the growing power, the untouched field…

Banff, where the call had inexorably led him. His hunt through the streets, in search of a woman he did not know and would not recognize. And then, clear as a shout, the surge that had grabbed his heart and mind and told him without words her location. The jolt had pushed him into teleporting without pausing to consider the wisdom of jumping to a place he didn’t know, where people would see him. He jumped, pulled by the imperative quality of the surge in her field and the hovering presence of another field, one he knew, far too close by her. It had been instinctive and pure luck. He had arrived just outside the back door of the coffee shop as the uproar went up inside and hurried in, brushing past bewildered staff, just in time to see Hine get to his feet, ready to confront a tall woman walking towards him.

It was her. He knew it with utter certainty. And she was in danger.

He let his instinct lead him. He pushed his mental command at her to keep walking and stepped beside her, bringing her within his own field, which was potent enough to keep Hine at bay—especially while in public. But while Hine couldn’t use any esoteric methods to halt or delay them, he could still use physical force, so when they had reached the pavement outside the store, Rhys had instantly begun to run. He’d hoped to put distance between her and the reinforcements he knew Hine would call up.

Marvellously, she’d followed him without endless badgering demands for explanations. She’d accepted everything he’d done almost as if she had known why he did it, and now he knew that she did know, was a consummate professional in her own right. Of course, it all made sense—her life, whether she had known it or not, had been destined to serve the human race and she would have naturally found such a niche on her own.

Then, because she’d behaved so sensibly, he’d risked showing her his face in the store. She’d recognized him as he’d known she would, but for a stunning second his own astonished delight gripped him. She was…perfect. There was no other way to describe her. Had he been able to choose her; her hair, her eyes, her clear skin, they would all have been assembled to create the woman before him. While he bathed in the pool of delight, he wondered if the fates that dictated such destinies had arranged things this way. Although fate often seemed capricious and cruel, sometimes it showed unexpected empathy for the people it shoved hither and yon.

For moments after that first stunning examination of her, he’d been busy with details of survival, strategies and plans, but when finally he could draw breath and pause, the impact of her presence crowded in on him again. She was here. He could touch her. He must touch her, or go mad. The pressure of years of wondering, of waiting, must be released.

And now she sat before him at the table, hot-headed and damned sexy with it and with every moment that passed as she struggled to offload a lifetime of prejudices that she thought were incontrovertible fact, as she tried—oh, so hard!—to give him a fair hearing, to find a way to accept everything bore down upon her, his admiration for her grew in leaps and bounds. Such a woman! She was worthy, indeed.

He looked at her, at the signs of recent sorrow and the markers of strength: the squared shoulders, the clear-eyed gaze, the fine line between her brows. The pressure to touch her again simmered. The need to take her, make her his, it was a hot cauldron burning within. But patience. She was strong, but she had been bruised badly—

Jenna gasped and opened her eyes, reaching automatically for the water glass, for anything to keep her eyes from his. She gripped the stem of the water glass and took an unsteady sip. Her body tingled, every nerve ending alive, writhing with the damned back pressure of a sexual need that threatened to explode. She ached with the need to be touched, to make love. And that, finally, made her look at him.

Despite all the fiery impatient emotions broiling within him that he had just revealed to her, Rhys sat in his chair calmly watching her.

She took a breath, trying to still her frenetic heartbeat. “Do you know what you’re doing? What that does to me?” 

“To the mind, a remembered emotion is no different from an emotion prompted by something in the present moment. If you were to vividly recall an argument you had with your boss a year ago, it would recreate the same physical response as having an argument right now. We’ve discovered that an emotion given to us by another as I just did to you does the same thing.”

“You know what you showed me, don’t you?”

His gaze held hers again, not letting go. “Yes, I know what I showed you.”

She licked her lips. “Isn’t it unfair, making me want you?”

“As you did to me a moment ago?”

His calm matter-of-fact handling of such a sensitive subject, such a strange subject, allowed her to deal with it as prosaically as he. She could acknowledge the truth. “I had forgotten about that.” But her cheeks still burned.

“It can get confusing,” he agreed, his tone even.  Friendly. “You may end up wondering what came first, like the chicken and the egg. That is why I had to show you that what I’m about to do next isn’t because of what you just showed me. That it isn’t your emotions goading me.”

Her heart gave a little jump. “What you mean is that you….” She took a deep breath, trying to finish the sentence, but she simply couldn’t.  These were concepts and words that only an hour ago were the stuff of fantasy movies and the types of novels she used to avoid. Now she had to deal with it, yet a part of her still felt ridiculously self-conscious and stupid using language that properly belonged to wizards and fairies.

Tell me this way if you can’t speak it aloud. His voice sounded in her mind. We two will never be able to hide from each other.

Jenna knew she would have to deal with the long term implications in his thoughts and that she had glimpsed in the memories he had shared with her. For now she took a deep breath and deliberately spoke aloud. “You wanted me before I gave you my thoughts. That is what you wanted to show me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

So I can show you this….

The images/feelings came at her as a sensual junket, too entwined to differentiate or to separate out the perspective. Her body, naked, against his. Hot flesh against hot flesh, the overwhelming joy of sliding his cock into her, the heavy weight of her breasts in his hands, the shape of her nipples against his tongue and brushing his teeth. Her hair sliding across his chest and the intoxicating scent of it wreathing him. Softness. Warmth. Striving for the climax, straining against each other. Murmured delight….

Without warning, the glass in Jenna’s hand snapped at the base, giving way beneath the pressure of her fingers. The bowl of the glass smashed upon the table with a sodden crack. She jumped backwards, trying to avoid the cascade of water, her heart ricocheting against her ribs with more than surprise at the mishap. 

The waiter hurried over to sop up the damage with a clean napkin, while Jenna attempted to pick up glass fragments with fingers that felt thick and clumsy. All the while she felt Rhys’ gaze upon her. He probably found her telling reaction amusing.

The waiter waved her hands away from the cloth. “No, no, your fingers. You will cut them, mademoiselle. Come, sit at another table. A clean table. Then we can clean up this mess and bother you no more.”

She had to look at Rhys then, to see if this was to his liking. She was shocked to realize that far from being amused, Rhys—finally—was showing a reaction to their exchanges. His eyes had narrowed and she saw his breathing had quickened.

She didn’t want to move to another table. She wanted him to take her upstairs and do to her what he had just shown her. She wanted, oh, she wanted to screw, make love, fuck wildly, until she was an empty husk, drained and depleted. 

She wanted, above all else, to feel him slide his cock into her. That supreme moment that only came once—the sweet novel pressure of him pushing into her, hard and hot and deeply satisfying. She threw the thought at him, realizing that already the trick came easier and took less concentration to manage.

She saw his broad chest lift on a sharp inhale. He looked at the waiter. “We’ll just pay and go.”





  

Chapter Three
 

Rhys’ big hand rested on the small of her back as she headed for the elevators. He spoke in a quiet undertone. “The stairs are quicker.”

The elevator is more private. 

It seemed to take minutes for the elevator to arrive and for every second that ticked on, Jenna could feel the tension building. It almost crackled between them. 

An image slide into her mind of the two of them inside the elevator car, frantically tearing off clothes, reaching for each other. Rhys’ hands on her bared breasts, the sound of their shortened breaths and the feel of her soft flesh….

Jenna’s clitoris throbbed in response and every fold of flesh between her legs was slippery with her juices. Ready. 

When at last the elevator door slid back and showed it was empty, she almost gasped with relief. She hurried in. Rhys stepped in behind her and stabbed at the fifth floor button. Had he taken that information from her mind? 

The doors slid shut with indeterminable slowness but even before they met in the middle, Rhys’ hands were on her shoulders, turning her to face him.

He picked her up by the waist and carried her backward until she was up against the wall. The grab-rail propped her up, her head level with Rhys’.   She wrapped her legs around his waist. 

He cupped her face. “Beautiful.” His voice was thick with an emotion she knew was lust rapidly whirling out of control.

“Do what you must, Rhys.” Her own voice was rough, too. She couldn’t find the words to describe the primal needs in her and the desire to be taken in a way that would mark her indelibly, that would change her. 

His dark eyes glittered in the harsh light of the elevator. “I know.” He kissed her. She realized she had told him what she had wanted, after all. She had passed all her thoughts on to him.

His lips were hard and demanding and his tongue invaded her. She opened herself up to him physically and mentally, in every way possible. His hands rested against her, steadying her, before sliding up to capture her breasts through her sweater. 

She gripped him tightly with her thighs, trying to draw him even closer. Their kiss extended and grew deeper, until the shudder of the elevator coming to a halt brought them back to the present moment.

Jenna led him down the corridor. Her room was at the far end and the corridor seemed to stretch for a mile and take forever to traverse.  When she finally faced the door, she couldn’t get the card into the slot.  Her hand shook too much. “Goddamn it.”

Rhys’ hand came over hers, halting her stabs. He guided her fingers, his own hot and hard against them. The heavy bolts thudded aside and she pushed the door open and flicked on the lights, threw her coat and shopping bag onto the chair that sat just inside the door.

She turned back to face Rhys and pushed him back against the door, throwing herself at him.

He wound his arms around her, holding her in a tight grip. His strong hand buried in her hair and pulled her head gently backwards, lifting her face and her lips up to him. He claimed her mouth with a searing kiss. 

Pressed against him as she was, Jenna could fee his trembling.

He tugged at her sweater.

“Wait.” She pulled up the right sleeve of her sweater to get at the spring-loaded forearm sheath that held her knife and disengaged the spring. Then she slipped off the sheath and tossed it on the floor behind her. “If you had tugged at the sleeve it might have unloaded by itself. It’s a hair-trigger spring.”

He grabbed her waist and pulled her back to him. “And you want to be taken….”

You’re the only man in this world that can, she told him.

He groaned, even as his lips claimed hers again. He kept kissing her as he pulled her sweater over her head and discarded it. She felt him tug on her jeans and the denim drifted down around her hips. He loosened her bra as the jeans slid lower and she pulled away from his lips long enough to kick off her boots and socks before the denim puddled around her ankles. 

Then Rhys lowered her to the carpet, right there next to the door and understanding flared in her. He was out of time and out of patience. It would be now. Here.

 His haste sent a thrill through her, making her nerves tingle almost painfully. All her senses were hyper-alert, absorbing every sensual stimulus. The carpet against her ass and back, Rhys’ harsh breath, the heat of his hands against her flesh.

He pulled both her jeans and her panties away together, stripping her from the waist down with one impatient tug. Jenna shrugged out of the bra, the last item she wore, as Rhys settled on his knees between her thighs. She reached for his jeans and undid them quickly, as he slid out of his shirt. The need to hurry was goading them both, now.

Despite her haste and her crumbling composure, Jenna found herself growing still for one quiet heartbeat as she gazed upon Rhys’ naked chest and shoulders and at the ripple of muscles under his lightly tanned skin.  He had a fine line of hair that feathered down into the open fly of his jeans, a subtle arrow.  

And he had scars. She had seen scars like that before, but never so many on one man. They were a crazy quilt of slices, scrapes, grazes, knife wounds and lines of thick scar tissue tracing old stitched wounds. That is what a soldier would look like after years of hard action. She carefully shielded the thought from Rhys.

He slid out of his jeans and she caught her breath as she saw his cock for the first time. The thick member throbbed visibly and her heart gave a small electrified jump as she anticipated what it would feel like when he slid into her. Her vagina and clit throbbed in reaction. Deliberately, she pushed the thought to him.

“Hurry,” she added.

He leaned over her and she welcomed his weight. She gripped his back and wound her leg over his hip. The blunt tip of his cock pushed gently against her slick cleft and she gave a little moan and shifted, spreading her thighs and trying to ease his access and draw him into her.

“Jenna.” He was watching her face. 

“Ah, you’re teasing.” 

“I’m…savouring.” His voice was thick and hoarse. “I have waited a long time for this moment.”

“This moment?” she asked. “This right now, this moment?”

“Oh, yes. This very moment…here.” His cock pushed into her in a very slow, continuous motion that brushed every nerve ending.  She opened up to accept him, sheathing the penetrating width of him, until finally he rested completely inside her and his pelvis pressed against her clit. 

She groaned, her eyes closing, as she savoured it, too.

Rhys picked up her hand, his fingers curling through and over hers and brought it to his mouth. He kissed the back of her hand, his lips hot.

The magical moment passed.  Jenna`s body rallied and grew taut.  She wanted more. The sheath of muscle around his cock clenched and he gave a low laugh. “More?”

“Yes.” Her voice was strained.

He thrust slowly and she caught her breath at the deep pleasure each motion pushed through her. Her body tensed and her breath became ragged. Every corpuscle contracted with delicious tension. She was going to climax within seconds and she looked up at Rhys, surprised. Quickly, she thrust the sensations at him.

He kissed her. “Yes. Come for me,” he whispered. “Show me.”

She closed her eyes and opened her mind up in the new way, sinking herself into the swiftly building climax. 

Her feelings were being enhanced.  She could feel Rhys’ sensations, too. 

It was a strange sense of doubling. She saw/felt both of their feelings: The familiar, satisfying sensation of having a man’s cock buried deep inside her, hot and hard.  Then, on top of that known feeling, there was an experience of being inside her. It was odd, but the associated feelings were intensely pleasurable…the soft pressure of her muscled pussy around him, the silvery delicate stroke at the sensitive head of his cock as he withdrew and pushed back in, her overwhelming heat and softness.  All of it rising to a hard, swooshing climax that was building, it seemed, from his toes. 

It overwhelmed her. With a cry that tore at her throat, Jenna climaxed. The shock wave of sensations rolled through her body and mind, blurred and doubled by Rhys’ orgasm, as he locked into a tight bow against her with a guttural groan. 

For a moment the world grayed around Jenna as her climax throbbed and pulsed through her, wave after wave.

Rhys was stroking her cheek with his thumb, watching her, when she finally took notice of her surroundings once more. He looked sleepy, with his half-closed eyes, but his eyes glittered with the same intensity she had first noticed.

“Oh my,” she murmured. “Do you always share like that? How do you stop the top of your head from exploding?”

“I’ve never shared like that.” He leaned down and kissed her while she assimilated his answer. The kiss was sweet, slow and deep, then his lips moved down to her throat, while his hand swooped up to capture her breast. She recalled the sense/thought he had given her, his hand feeling the weight of her breast, stroking the nipple and gave a small sigh as his fingertips slid over her responsive flesh, sending a ripple of delight through her. 

Her body stirred again, responding. His cock, buried in her, was still hard and she contracted around him.

“Mmm….” His lips moved against her collar bone.

She cupped his ass cheeks and squeezed, then slid her hands up the length of his back to his shoulders, feeling more scars beneath her fingertips and the play of muscles and tendons beneath his flesh. 

When his mouth took in her nipple and his tongue stroked the tip, the sparks of excitement that flitted through her made her hands drop to the floor and try to dig into the carpet. She groaned. He knew exactly what to do, the most sensuous stroking, the perfect caress. 

Her body quivered with renewed excitement. The breath-robbing, surging waves swept through her, sensitizing nerves again.

“Yes.” His tone sounded almost triumphant, as he transferred his attention to her other breast, his weight shifting over her. 

“What are you doing to me?” she demanded, and gasped as his teeth closed around her other nipple and tugged.

“Changing you. Making sure you are never the same again.”

Jenna gave a deeper shiver beneath the delightful tremors he sent through her. She knew he would get his way. The process had already begun.  She could never look at the world the same way as she had even this morning.  Not anymore.

He lifted himself up carefully, picked up her hips and with an athletic movement she’d never seen before, lifted her up so she straddled his thighs. His cock had remained inside her the entire time and now she felt him push even deeper as she settled over him. 

Then he got to his feet, sliding her legs around his waist, and moved into the room.  He sat on the bed with her and grinned impishly.  The expression made him seem young and carefree. “That’s much better,” he told her.

Jenna unwrapped her legs from around his waist and pushed at his shoulder.  It was like trying to move a boulder the size of a house and just as unproductive.  He didn’t move.  “Lie down,” she commanded, instead.

He obeyed, lying back on the bed.  His cock moved within her, the head rubbing against the slippery muscles there, stroking in a deeply intimate way. 

She leaned over him, pleased in a feminine way to realize she had to spread her arms wide to do so. With a wicked grin of her own, she lifted herself up so his cock slipped almost all the way out of her, then slowly lowered herself back down.

Rhys’ hands on her thighs tightened their grip. “Lord…,” he breathed. The proximity of his hands to her pussy made her clit throb with tingling anticipation. She was spread open and vulnerable, this way. She sent the thought to him.

His hand slipped along the delicate skin of her inner thigh and between her fleshy lips to stroke the aching, swollen nub just as she had imagined. For each thrust she took, his fingers teased her clit. Sometimes the tips slid down to where his cock pierced her flesh and caressing the folds there.

When he lifted his head and shoulders and began to feast upon her breasts, the early waves of another climax gripped her. Her rhythm faltered and her concentration scattered. Rhys grabbed her hips and tipped her onto her side, bringing her leg up over his hip. He took control of the rhythm as her senses drowned in the deep pool of pleasure. 

She reached out blindly for him and he took her hand and placed it against his heart. She felt frenetic beating and opened her eyes a fraction to look at him. “Show me,” she whispered.

He immersed her in his sense/feelings—the climax that began to shudder through him, the delight of being surrounded by her soft, malleable flesh, the delicateness of her, her responsiveness to him, her joy in her own pleasure, to be rewarded thus—

Every tendon in Jenna’s body flexed as her orgasm gripped her. The peak drew out and out and yet further out….

* * * * *
 

They lay in a tangle of limbs for long minutes after, neither saying a word. Jenna listened to his breathing ease with her eyes half closed and her hand still resting against his chest. 

“Jenna.” It was a soft command.

She opened her eyes.

He touched her nose. “You’ve become pale again.” 

She caught his quick image—her white face, a handful of endearing freckles standing out in stark relief. The flesh looked almost translucent.

“Time to eat,” he added.

“Again? But—”

“You’re using up energy with every surge.” His thumb brushed across her cheekbone with a featherweight touch. “It has its bonuses, you know. You can indulge in dark chocolate to your heart’s content.”

“I’ve never been a chocolate lover.” She yawned hugely.

Rhys slid her thigh from his. “Food. Let’s go.” 

His command was backed up with a mental push. It was a nudge to prod her into action. Behind it, she sensed his concern for her health.

Reluctantly, Jenna dragged herself to the bathroom to clean up and dress. 

In ten minutes they were both ready to face the public once more, but Rhys studied her, frowning. “Are you wearing your knife?” he asked.

Jenna felt a genuine shock. “No, and it’s normally so automatic to put it on.” 

“Put it on,” he said. “I can offer you all sorts of protection, but only if I’m near you. Even I can’t stop an avalanche or a physical attack if I’m not right there.”

She saw again all the pale scars on his body and shivered. “Even inside the Banff Springs Hotel?” She picked up the spring harness and pushed her sweater sleeve above her elbow.

“Here, their only recourse is physical violence. Even they are bound by the Coda.”

She strapped the harness to her forearm.  After so many years of doing it one-handed she had become practiced to the point of barely thinking about it anymore. “Should we even go downstairs? Perhaps we should order food in?”

“The restaurant will be quicker.” Rhys grimaced.  “Besides, I want to test the waters. You’re a professional, Jenna.  You know it’s critical to keep tabs on the movements of the enemy.”

True. She couldn’t deny that gathering information was an essential component of her work.  Enemy movements and deployment was a nasty sub-set of data gathering, but just as necessary.  “I suppose it will be safe enough. Will Clement Hine have realized where we are? Would we have…drawn him?”  She felt odd saying it, but Rhys didn’t even blink.

“Not that precisely and Banff is made of hotels. He could spend a long time searching the town looking for us.” He grinned. “He’s probably already checked out this hotel.  I would have.  It would have been the first on my list.  But the security here is very tight.  He`d never be able to wander the upper corridors freely and they certainly won’t tell him I’m here.  We’re relatively safe in the hotel.”

Jenna considered his analysis, using SIA skills to probe at his conclusions from all angles, looking for weaknesses.  She found a possibility.  “From what you’ve said of him, Hine sounds resourceful.  Not the sort of man who would let hotel security slow him down too much.”

“He is.” Rhys pushed his hand through his hair. “Don’t let my complacency fool you. There’s only you and me against Hine’s dogs, Jenna.”  He hesitated.  “I don’t know if we will be strong enough. I know my own abilities but yours are completely untested and they haven’t been bound yet.”

Jenna’s heart was racing.  It had been a long time since she had been rated as anything less than highly skilled.  Her lieutenant fielded requests for temporary secondments and assignments for her so often it had become a running joke.

But this wasn’t the SIA.  It had only been three hours since the Prince had got coffee dumped in his lap but already she knew she moved in a world a dozen steps beyond any experience on her resume.  She couldn’t take Rhys’ assessment of her skills as anything but unadorned truth and just accept it as it was.

She swallowed.  “And you’re complacent because…?”

“Because even if Hine walked into this room right at this moment and found us both here together, I’m pretty sure he won’t make a move until the solstice. He’ll just watch us.”

“That’s crazy!”  She drew in a breath and shoved the sleeve of her sweater down over the knife harness, reminding herself that she was operating out of her natural element.  Striving for a more normal and reasonable tone of voice, she added, “Why would anyone just wait? I could think of a dozen ways to breach security, even here.”

 Rhys headed for the door once more.  “By now he knows we have started the bonding process and that he’s too late to stop it. There’s no point in trying to kill either of us anymore.”

“That was what he was trying to do this afternoon?” she asked as Rhys opened the door.  “Stop the bonding?”

“By any means necessary, as you Americans like to say.”

“He would have killed me?” she asked.  “In the coffee shop, before I knew a thing about any of this?”

Rhys shepherded her out of the room and shut the door.  “Hine knows better than to cause a public scene.  He would have got you somewhere private.”

“Very comforting,” Jenna replied dryly.  “He still would have murdered me and I still wouldn’t have had a clue why.”

“It didn’t happen, so it’s not relevant.  Don’t dwell on it,” Rhys told her.

“Oh, it’s relevant alright,” she shot back.  “It tells me loads about this Clement Hines and what he’s capable of.  Cold-blooded, heartless murder being one.”

Rhys prodded the elevator call button.  “You’re starting to understand your enemy then.  Good.”

Jenna drew in a breath.  “So what will he do, now he has failed to prevent the—what did you call it?”

“The bonding.”

“That.”

“He will concentrate all his efforts on preventing the final binding. The solstice is the critical moment.”

“If it’s so critical, then he’d know we’d be ready for him at the solstice. If I were Hine, I would attack earlier.” She shrugged. This sort of strategizing was second nature to her.

“But Hine isn’t you.”  The elevator chimed and the doors slid open.  The elevator was empty once more.   

Rhys selected the second floor and leaned one shoulder against the wall.  “Hine has me to confront. He knows I’m more powerful. He knows he’ll only get one chance at this, for that is all his strength will allow him. If he attacked now and even if he partially succeeded, I’d still be able to recover and reach the solstice, and I’d bring you along with me. He needs to stay his hand until the right moment. For him, that’s just before the solstice, because then he only has to delay us for just long enough for the solstice to pass and that is how he will defeat us.” He took a deep breath, let it out. “For that, his powers are strong enough. But until then, we have a small pocket of time. In that time I must prepare you.” His dark eyes studied her.

“Why me? Why do they want me all of a sudden?” She spoke the words softly and hurriedly, aware that at any moment they could be interrupted.

“Because until the solstice, these powers of yours that you are just coming into could be converted and used for the most obscene purposes.”  Rhys’ face became bleak and sad as his thoughts turned inwards.  Then the elevator doors opened and the hushed noise of the public areas of the hotel floated into them as they stood inside the elevator. Rhys stirred. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

* * * * *
 

Rhys paused at the foot of the stairs that led to the restaurant, gazing over his shoulder towards the big picture windows that looked out onto the street. Without a word he changed directions, heading directly for the windows.

Jenna caught up with him. “What is it?”

He stood before one of the windows, staring out at the thick snow falling in front of the glass. Concentrating on it.

Before he could answer, one of the massive wooden doors opened and a couple stepped inside, stamping their feet to dump the thick encrustations of snow from their shoes.

“Man, that snow!” the male said. “Can you believe it?”

“It came out of nowhere.” The woman brushed the snow from her hair.

The doorman grabbed the handle of the door behind them, but before he could pull it shut, Rhys caught his attention. “Thick out there?”

“Oh, not to worry, sir,” the doorman said confidently. “We’re keeping on top of it.”

Jenna glanced at the small dollops of melting snow sitting on the floor where the couple had stamped them off. If the hotel staff really were staying on top of it, the snow would not have been thick enough to cover shoes and people wouldn’t be tracking it inside the hotel.  She had been staying here nearly two weeks and one thing she had learned was that the hotel was almost obsessive about keeping the sweeping, curved driveway and front parking area clear of every last speck of snow.  They didn’t just shovel the snow away, they swept the driveway daily.

“You’re doing a tough job out there.” Rhys sounded a little awed. “Do they say how long this is going to last?”

The doorman pursed his lips. “Shouldn’t last too much longer, I’d say.” He nodded and shut the door, cutting off the chill that had been seeping past him and curling around their ankles.

Rhys turned back to the window.

Jenna stood next to him. What is it?

He shook his head. An uneasy feeling.


Jenna sensed concern and an amorphous feeling of growing dread in him. She realized with shiver that she shared that feeling. It was exactly the same sort of feeling she had when she was on a SIA assignment.  It was like her suspicious instincts were kicking into gear, but this time the weight of it seemed to be hovering in the very air she breathed, like the tension before a massive storm.

It’s them, isn’t it?

He didn’t put his response into words. Instead his confirmation came to her as a sense of utter certainty.

Who are they? she asked.  And how is it they can command the weather?


Then she caught her breath as dark spots danced before her eyes. Sudden weakness threatened to buckle her knees. The sensation of being an empty husk returned.

Rhys turned away from the window and caught her elbow. “Enough. You must eat.” He drew her back toward the stairs that led to the upstairs restaurant.

“But how are they doing this?”

“The one they follow…he could employ the weather and would if it meant delaying us, or preventing us from achieving our purpose.”

“What is that purpose? You keep promising me an explanation.”

“I know.” He looked down at her and smiled. “Are you ready for that explanation? You’ve had a hard enough time swallowing what I’ve told you so far.”

 “In for a penny.” She shrugged. “Besides, there appears to be some interesting compensations for this strange stuff.”

His grin broadened. He picked up her hand and kissed it. “Spoken like a true cynic.”





  

Chapter Four
 

During the meal, Rhys insisted they speak of nothing but generalities and mundane trivia and share no thoughts of any sort. It was a mental and physical break Jenna realized she needed, for by the end of the meal she felt calmer and more peaceful than she’d felt for a long time. To preserve the meditative state, she suggested they wander through the stores and concessions that resided in the rabbit warren corridors at the back of the hotel. Rhys wouldn’t broach any unsettling subjects in such public places.

The stores all offered fabulously exclusive goods and services and Jenna couldn’t have hit upon a neater distraction if she tried. The array of exorbitant gold-trimmed, leather-bound, fur-finished do-dads bewildered her. 

She saw Rhys’ amused look as she put a gold-and-platinum card case back on its stand. “You’re laughing at me.”

He shook his head a little. “The Banff Springs Hotel isn’t your usual style, is it?”

“Hell no, not at these prices.” 

“Then you’re here because…?”

“Because I have a postcard of the hotel—you know that one where the hotel is sitting amongst the trees, surrounded by mountains and nothing else? You see it everywhere.” She recalled the postcard that has spent eight years on the side of her fridge and sent him the image.

“Yes, I know the one.”

“I saw that postcard years ago and brought it.”

“Why?”

She shrugged.  “I don’t know. It appealed to me.”

Rhys gave her a look.  “It appealed to you?  You kept the card for eight years in a place of honour on your fridge, despite Kevin teasing you about it.  I’d say the card did a bit more than simply appealing to you.”

Jenna drew in a deep, steadying breath.  “You got all that from what I just sent you?” she asked.  “I thought I was just sending the image of the postcard.”

Rhys grinned.  “I’ve been doing it a lot longer than you.  I can pick up nuances behind the thought.”  He stroked her cheek with his thumb, his smile warming.  “You share such bright, strong images, Jenna. You’re more powerful than you think. And it helps that we’re bonding, of course.  Because of that, your thoughts are far more available to me than they would be to anyone else.”

“That’s reassuring,” she murmured.  But she was distracted by his strong masculine aroma that was radiating from the pulse at his wrist as he caressed her face.  The scent brought her mind zooming back to her hotel room and their frantic coupling. 

Rhys’ eyes narrowed, the lids lowering, as he watched her. “There’s no need to share thoughts now.  I can see where your mind has gone.”

“That’s your fault.  You’re touching me,” she replied.

He dropped his hand and cleared his throat.  “Tell me about the card,” he said.  “Why did it stay on your fridge for eight years?”

Jenna tugged at the hem of her shirt and straightened her shoulders.  “The image of the hotel....”  She hesitated.  “I can’t think of a better way of describing it than to say it called to me.  It was like the card was a personal message to me.  I don’t know why. The hotel seemed so remote. Isolated. I would look at it and promise myself that one day I would save up and go there. So this year, with Christmas coming and no one to have Christmas with, I figured….” She shrugged. “It was as good an excuse as any.”

“And it didn’t work, did it?” Rhys asked.  “You drew trouble right to you.”

She offered him a small smile. “Well, at least I’m not lonely.”

His expression darkened.  “No, thank god.”  He picked up her hand and drew her back into the arcade.  “Come on.  What’s next?”

The next store was a dress shop and here the prices spiralled into the stratosphere. The neat hand-written figures on the creamy velum tags hovered in such rarefied air their astronomical quality got Jenna giggling. Contrary-wise, the store seemed to stock very few items, as if they wouldn’t stoop to carrying a vast range and variety. 

“Well, they only need sell one item a week to pay their rent,” Rhys whispered.

“That’s all they’d sell, I’m sure.”

Something caught his eye. Rhys made a beeline for the rack on the other side of the store and Jenna trailed behind him, curious.

He plucked the hanger from the rack and held up the dress for her to inspect. It was a dark kelly-green velvet evening gown, with a thick halter strap that would run from each side of the bodice. The shaping of the gown meant it would cling from bust to thigh. The bodice over the breasts cut low and finished off with small ruffles of a dark green paisley silk satin that had been carefully gathered in a row of tiny pleats. Rhys turned the gown around to show her the back, where the slit at the center back would run to give the wearer room to move, the paisley hung pleated and gathered, falling into a flaring train.

“Oh wow…!” she breathed.

Rhys’ long fingers stroked the soft green velvet. “I would pay the price to see you wearing this.”

She ran her eye over the gown and imagined what it would be like to wear something so utterly gorgeous. High heels, stockings and her hair coiled up to show off the plunging back.  She would feel like a million dollars.

“Jenna.”

She looked at him and closed her eyes as he gave her an image. She saw what she would look like wearing the dress from his perspective: a willowy redhead, her hair cascading down her back in long waves of curls to touch the small of her back where the velvet clung lovingly to her ass. The velvet glided down to the ground behind her in an elegant sweep. The silk over her breasts tempted him to stroke the warm fabric so he could feel the pleats ruffle under his fingertips and her breasts beneath the silk along with the thrill of brushing up against her tight nipples.

Jenna shared via Rhys’ vision the sensation of his body tightening, the excitement starting to warm his belly and curling through his cock, making it stir and shift as his imagination leapt on.  She saw and felt him standing behind her as she wore the dress, one hand leaving the heavy weight of her breast to slide down over the taut velvet, across the flat plane of her stomach to fan out over her pussy where he felt the tiny welcoming thrust against his hand. She leaned back against him, her head rolling to one side to rest against his shoulder, her surrender complete.

Jenna took a deep, shuddering breath, blinking against the image as it faded in her mind. Her body was taut, thrumming with hot sexual need.  Her cheeks warmed as she glanced at Rhys. 

He returned the dress to the rack, silent.

But she could feel the same throbbing tension pushing through him. She didn’t need his thoughts to feel it. It was rolling off him in waves—sudden, sharp and thrilling.

Her thighs inside the jeans seemed to prickle against the denim…and every fold, every seam of the cotton garment against her pussy and ass rubbed with a delicious friction.

Jenna realized she was standing stock still in the middle of the floor, staring at nothing. She took a slow step over to another rack of jewellery and accessories and pretended to study them.

Her labia had swelled and sensitized. She longed for a hand to slip into the slick moisture there and caress the slippery folds. She wished wildly they were anywhere but here so Rhys could come up behind her and slide his hand inside her jeans and stroke her clit. Perhaps push even deeper and slide inside her. 

Quickly, before she could reconsider, she threw the image at him, her heart thudding at her own daring.

She caught her breath as Rhys’ thoughts slid into her mind, echoing her images. Yes. I could do that. But I would start with this….

The images continued. She saw/felt Rhys press up against her from behind. His arms came around her waist—and in his thoughts her waist was admirably insubstantial. He rested his hands over her hips, moving his fingers in restless little circles across the soft denim there. He could feel the prominent rise of her hip bone through her jeans and found it wildly arousing, just as he found the width of her hips appealing. 

His lips pressed hard against her neck.  To Jenna, his touch – even in her imagination – was hot and electrifying, but Rhys’ thoughts as he tasted her skin were of her delicate bouquet.

Heavenly. Your scent wreathes my thoughts, subdues them. 

While her heart banged wildly against her ribs, Jenna glanced sideways. The dress shop was merely an enclosure between four of the massive pillars that marched through this section of the hotel and three sides of the store’s walls were made of glass. The fourth solid wall hid a back-of-the-store area and the change rooms. 

Although the stand of accessories hid Jenna from anyone directly in front of them, including the bored saleswoman at the cash register, anyone passing by on the outside of the store might notice.

But notice what? She simply stood admiring the jewellery and Rhys was on the other side of the store, his fingers caressing the soft cool velvet of the gown as he thought his wicked thoughts.

Two could play at that game. 

She sent her hot, aroused package of thoughts/emotions/feelings to him, along with a sequence of events: his hand creeping beneath the light jacket she wore and swiftly parting the top three buttons on her shirt. The anticipation that simple action would set up! Her breasts would ache for his touch, the nipples would tighten with sharp, almost painful excitement. The shirt would sag open a little and his hand would slip inside, immediately capturing her breasts. His thumb and forefinger closed around the nipple, stroking it. 

Rhys returned her thoughts, echoed them and expanding on them. His images showed him doing those actions.

Close your eyes. Immerse yourself in it. Even his mental voice crackled with harsh excitement.

She willingly closed her eyes and his images immediately bathed her in a wash of heady sensual pleasure. She felt his hands unbuttoning her shirt and her nipples crinkled hard in anticipation. But Rhys took it much further than that for he, the experienced one, understood the lack of limitations. 

With her eyes closed, she saw Rhys pull her around to face him. She felt it. He unbuttoned her shirt and pulled it open, baring her breasts to his gaze. Then finally, finally, he cupped each breast, stroking the nipples with his strong thumbs.

Jenna choked back the cry of pleasure that pushed at her lips and reached out to grip the steel top of the jewellery stand. She was becoming drunk on thoughts.

But Rhys did not spare her. In her mind she saw him open her jeans and push them down her hips enough to expose her pussy. She felt the denim stroke along her flesh and the fanning of cool air against her exposed, heated flesh. 

His hand slid between her thighs and cupped her mound. At the same time his mouth captured the tip of her breast and his tongue flicked her nipple.

When his fingers bent to invade her vagina, to push inside with hard, thick insistence, she did moan softly. 

Come for me. Let me feel it.

She pushed aside the foggy clouds of pleasure for a moment. You, too, she insisted, forcing herself to coherent, articulated thought, before sinking back into the tossing sea of sensations. Deliberately she pushed at him the heady rush of excitement spilling through her.

The mental images changed, became charged and frantic. 

As if it were a dream, their clothes abruptly vanished. Naked, his cock erect and throbbing, Rhys picked her up by the waist and pushed her up against the glass wall of the store, his muscles and sinews flexing. On the other side of the glass, shoppers strolled by, glancing at them with little interest. 

He spread her thighs and lifted her up, his hands beneath her ass. His cock pushed inside her and she gasped. She felt it, the width of him spreading her, filling her.

At the same time she saw/felt his mouth capture her breast, his teeth nipping and drawing the tip out between them. The same doubling/second perspective shifted her focus. Now she knew his feelings, what it felt like to be inside her, the taste and shape of her nipple and once more, her heady, hypnotic scent wreathing his thoughts, making him as groggy with pleasure as she.

She began to tremble and in a detached corner of her mind knew her climax was going to come while she stood in the middle of a dress shop, without a single physical touch.

Yes. Now. And she felt his hand on her clitoris, a delicate stroke, the touch of butterfly wings. But it was enough.

She climaxed with a shudder. Bright cascades of light flared behind her eyes and her heart stuttered, as the first big bolt of pleasure ripped through her. Then little secondary peaks flashed and sizzled through her nerves. She gritted her teeth to prevent herself from crying out, her hand gripping the jewellery stand with a death grip. At the same time, she felt Rhys come, with a bright, hard fizzing rush that left her nerves twitching.

For a long moment she clung to the stand, her eyes shut, letting her heart recover and her knees regain their strength. 

I can’t believe what just happened! she murmured mentally.

She felt/heard Rhys move across the store to stand next to her. I have heard of it before, but not experienced it until today.

She opened her eyes and looked up at him. He had a small smile on his face and his dark eyes were sleepy, like they had been the last time. He was still very much a stranger to her, yet it seemed she had known this man all her life. She understood him without the need for endless explanations.

“Do you have any other tricks I don’t know about?” she asked and her voice was hoarse.

“An entire arsenal,” he said, his smile fading a little. 

And she saw/heard/felt him struggling in a swordfight against an overwhelming enemy. In the last moment he had dropped the sword into his left hand, a move that most swordsmen considered unsporting and dangerous, for it left the right flank open to a backslash. But the unexpected move brought him a few precious seconds to pull the man’s dagger from his own belt sheath and plunge it into his unprotected left side.

For the enemy will stoop to worse, and I will take nothing less than victory.

Jenna shivered as she looked into his black eyes, and saw the implacable will there.
Then he grinned and the impression of aged, weary resistance fled. “You have more than a few of your own tricks, too, Jenny.” 

And she saw again the coffee shop, this time as Rhys had seen it from the back door as he entered: The prince, lying on the floor howling with anguish as he plucked at his steaming pants while everyone crouched around him. Jenna herself, standing at the table and staring down at the Prince, cool and indifferent to his suffering. 

From Rhys’ perspective it was as clear as day that she had been the instigator of the event. If she had not been convinced already, this would have clinched it.

She sighed, suddenly weary. “Let’s go.”

* * * * *
 

“This is the wrong floor.” Jenna turned back to Rhys, who remained inside the elevator. 

He looked at the panel. “This is the seventh floor.”

“I’m on the fifth.”

“My room is on the seventh.” He stepped past her and moved on up the corridor.

“Oh.” She hurried after him, feeling a little foolish. After all, he had to be staying in a hotel somewhere in town. Why not this one? 

She stopped just inside the door he opened for her and looked around. 

It wasn’t just any room.  It was a suite.  She could see a bedroom through a connecting door, on the other side of the large sitting room they stood in.

Rhys chucked the room key on the desk by the window and turned to face her. “What’s wrong?”

“Who are you?” She took a small step into the room. “Who are you, really?”

“Yours.” He came towards her.

She held up her hand. “No. The cynic needs facts. No more putting me off until daylight.”

“I spoke the truth. I am yours.” He stopped in front of her, but didn’t touch her.

Didn’t he know how his answers unsettled her?

Yes, I know, but I cannot afford anything but the truth. I have no time.

“And this room? What do you do to be able to afford a room like this? Or are you on a generous expense account?”

“Is that not a way of asking if I’m on the job?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think what I’m doing is work, Jenna?”

She swallowed hard. “No. Not paid work, anyway. Life’s work?”

“Yes, that will do. My life’s work.”

“And the room?”

“It’s amazing what compound interest will do, given enough time.”

“Riddles.”

“Truth,” he corrected. “But just a glimmer of it.” 

She stared at him, unable to stir enough energy to be furious. She remembered, suddenly, Clement Hine’s voice. “Avaon, damn you!” That was the name Rhys had used once, long ago. But the name gave her no information. It provoked nothing.

He smiled and brushed her hair from her eyes. “You’re very tired, although you haven’t let it register yet. So, as much as you long to understand it all, even if I began at this moment, it would take longer than you have the stamina for to explain everything.”

He was right. The bone-deep weariness was biting at her concentration and making her thoughts fuzzy. 

Rhys picked up her hand. “Come.” He tugged her towards the bedroom and she let him lead her into the room. She registered a huge king-sized-plus bed and the single low-glowing lamp that lit the room, then found herself in a marbled bathroom.

She’d never been bathed before and would have fought tooth and nail to be nursed in such a fashion if it had been anyone else but Rhys. But it felt different with him. She could bury her independence while he administered to her, for he offered small thoughts that comforted her as he worked.

He undressed her and showered her, stepping naked into the stall with her, so he could lather and rinse every inch of her body. As he worked she saw and felt his admiration for her athletic body, for the well-developed muscles and the skills they provided her. With each of the few scars she carried on her own body, he would pause to grieve.

He dried her and led her to the huge bed, still naked. He laid her down on the bed and stretched her on her stomach. Warm oil spilled over her flesh and Rhys to massage the oil deep into her tissues.  

Tell me what feels good.

She opened her mind up, letting him feel what his hands were doing to her and how it felt. 

His hands detected every single kink and knot in her body and knew just how to smooth them away. After a time that seemed to stretch forever, he turned her onto her back and worked his way up from her toes. 

Despite the lethargy her deeply relaxed state induced, Jenna still felt a subterranean arousal that spread across her whole body instead of radiating from her cleft. Rhys carefully avoided her pussy and breasts, working with skilled hands on her muscles.

Close your eyes. Float with it.

Her eyes slid closed far too easily as his hands grew gentle, the hard fingers no longer digging deep into the muscle fibres. He stroked her oiled flesh, the strokes growing more languorous, longer and more sensuous.

His hands worked down to her breasts and the oil allowed her nipples to slide through his fingers, to be tugged and teased, stirring her body beneath the deep lethargy. She sighed, a half-murmured moan.

He parted her thighs and as his hands captured her breasts again, his mouth closed over the twin rises of flesh protecting her swollen clitoris. His tongue slid inside, to lap at the throbbing button. He teased and stroked it as Jenna trembled and writhed on the bed, gasping. The strokes firmed and grew swifter, building her pleasure. 

Her climax came sharp and swift, a series of delicate waves shooting through her, searing her nerves. She gasped. Her head rolled limply to one side as all her energy focused and poured out through her nerve endings in the sweet rush.

Through pleasure- and sleep-hazed eyes, she watched Rhys roll her onto her side, and bring the blankets up over her. Her eyes began to close, sleep already claiming her, when she felt him beside her, tucking himself around her, one hand coming over her waist to tuck itself beneath her breast, cupping it.

His lips rested against her shoulder. Sleep.

His emotions/thought followed her down into sleep: a quiet, but very deep pleasure and a slow, equally profound gratitude that she lay here with him, at last, in his bed. For the first time in his life he was about to wake up with someone beside him.





  

Chapter Five
 

Jenna woke when breakfast arrived. 

She watched a whole trolley wheel into the sitting room—far grander than a simple tray. She heard Rhys’ voice, the clatter of utensils and sat up, wide awake and enormously hungry.

When the main door had shut again, she slipped on the towelling robe she found at the foot of the bed and went out to the sitting room. 

Dim daylight showed through the windows. Thick snow still fell from a heavy, bruised gray blanket of clouds hanging low over the town, cutting out the sun. The subdued light and the low cloud ceiling seemed ominous. Breakfast had been laid on a round table by the second window, and normally the view would be spectacular, but now it seemed bleak. She shivered. 

Rhys stood by the table, wearing jeans and a white shirt that hung open and untucked—clearly thrown on in response to the arrival of breakfast. 

He either saw or sensed her reaction. “The waiters tell me Banff’s emergency services have been called out—they’re having trouble keeping the highways open.”

“That’s their intention, isn’t it? To cut us off. To have us here alone.”

“Yes.” He came over to her and kissed her. “Good morning.”

She couldn’t help smiling at the prosaic touch of normality. “If you insist.” But the smell of toast and coffee was irresistible and she went over to the table. “Mmm.”

 “Sit and eat or it will get cold.”

She sat. Rhys had ordered freely. There was a big pot of coffee, a large pile of toast and under lids waited dishes of bacon, hash browns, eggs, pancakes and a perfectly grilled whole trout, covered in herbs and pepper. Fresh orange and grapefruit juice and real, warmed maple syrup for the pancakes.

Jenna looked it over. “I’ll get fat.” It was a token protest at best. She fully intended to eat whatever Rhys didn’t.

He leaned over her chair and kissed the nape of her neck. His warm big hand slid inside her gown and fondled her breast, the fingers brushing over her nipple. The unexpected surge of pleasure tingle through her and made her straighten up with a gasp. 

“You’ll work it all off,” he assured her. But he let her go and sat in the chair beside her and reached for the coffee.

Jenna ate with gusto. Her appetite was ferocious and with Rhys’ assurance that she needed to eat to provide physiological support for her newfound talents, she didn’t stint on appeasing the deep hunger. 

Only a single slice of toast remained once they had both finished eating. Jenna eyed it, wondering if she should eat it.

“You can have it if you want, but high glycemic carbs should be low on your list of priority foods,” Rhys said.

She put her napkin aside. “There appears to be a lot I need to learn.”

“There is, indeed.”

She propped her chin on her fist. “What am I, Rhys? What are you? Human?”

“Very human. But something more, too.”

She stayed silent, hoping it would coax him to reveal more.

He sighed deeply and pushed a hand through his hair. 

“Reluctant to tell me?”

“Yes.”

She let her surprise show.

He lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. “It has been a very long time since I have had to explain this to anyone. You, who are so resistant to it all…you are the most important one I’ve ever had to tell and I find, now I’m at the point of the telling, that I’m….” He glanced out the window, as if he gathered his thoughts. “I’m afraid.”

“Afraid?” 

His admission was startling. Rhys seemed to be made of teak. If were afraid of the truth he was about to tell then what would they do to her?

You misunderstand. He grimaced. “Events are rushing at me. At us. The time I have long waited for is almost here, along with all the danger and the huge risks that come with it. When I tell you what I must, then that moment will arrive shortly after.”  He gave a grimace and tried to turn it into a smile and failed.  “I’m selfish enough to want to preserve this pocket out of time we have just a little longer.”  His gaze caught hers and held it.  “When I have finished telling you, I’m afraid this moment will be gone. Destroyed.”

“Because of me? Because of my reaction?”

“Partly. But also because you will know, then, who you are.”

She shook her head. “Riddles again.” For a brief moment she wondered once more about Rhys’ true identity. Avaon. What did that name mean?

He took a deep breath. She could see his chest rise with it. “We, Jenna—you and I and others like us—were born into a unique heritage. We have been gifted—chosen—to protect humanity. To shield it against inhuman, unwanted evil. To be ever vigilant and root out strains of wickedness as they are born and to unceasingly work at the eradication of malice in the human soul.”

Jenna simply stared at him. There was nothing she could say that could possibly be an adequate response to such a melodramatic statement. The only thing that countered the drama was Rhys’ tone.  He didn’t speak with the ringing tones of an orator.  He just said the words.  Flat, without emphasis.  He could have been telling her she had been selected to join the town garbage crew, for all the inflection and emotion in his voice.

He wasn’t giving her time to react, anyway.  He was moving on.

“For our task, we have been given talents, what you call powers.  They raise our perceptions and put us on the outside of the human equation. From there we can observe, adjust and anticipate.”

“We?” she asked, leaping on the pronoun.

“You are one of us.”  He spread his hands flat on the table in front of him.  His gaze was not letting go of her.  “You are perhaps one of the greatest of us. Your coming has been foretold and we…I…have been waiting for it for a long time now.”

She smoothed out a wrinkle in her napkin, fighting her uneasiness. Here was the fantastic again. The myth logic. 

Her first instinctive reaction was a defensive one.  She could feel an almost overpowering need to ridicule Rhys and trivialize his pronouncement.  But that was Kevin’s influence at work and old mindsets getting in the way.  Kevin would have tried to slaughter Rhys with sarcasm.  She could almost hear the withering tones Kevin would have used.  

So Jenna beat back the defensive ridicule rising inside her and cleared her throat. “Foretold by whom?” Searching for more information was safe enough. With plenty of knowledge, she could find a way to deal with this from comfortable ground.

“No one knows,” Rhys replied. “We have a body of knowledge that is passed down through all of us, one to the other.  Some of it is inevitable knowledge. What people call ‘common knowledge,’ that seems to come from nowhere, but is known by all.”

“It must have come from somewhere, once.”

“Some of us have stronger gifts than others. Some can see into the future. They understand and can read the flow of the field and its patterns. They can predict movements in the field and foresee events. Big events, world-shifting events and the shape they may take.”

“And my…coming…is on such a scale?”

“Your discovery is the marker, the beginning of it.”

“Beginning of what?”

“Of a time of challenge, when all of us will have to be on our guard against a new outbreak of evil.” He sighed and sat back, almost slumping in his chair as if he were tired. “The world is about to plunge into an ugly darkness, when strife and trouble seems to grip the globe with uncanny insistence. We’ve been through them before. The two world wars were the twin climaxes of a troubled period.”

Jenna bit her lip.  “There have been many?”

“How much history do you know?”

“I did a modern history course in college.”  She shrugged.  “It’s not my favourite subject in the world.”

“You’re a forward thinking.  I know.”  He grinned.  “In medieval times, The Huns swept through Asia prior to the arrival of Genghis Khan, and the battle of the Moors against Christians throughout the Middle East was another.”

It was too much for her. Too much at once.  She pushed her fingertips against her temples.  “Do you know how much like a fantasy movie this sounds?”

He looked at her sharply. Strangely. “Where do you think the ideas for those movies and books came from? Even temporals—normal humans—sense the ebb and flow of the fields, even if they do not see them clearly or understand them. They turn that visceral knowledge into stories, myths and legends.” 

He sat forward and dropped his voice. “There was another time, one that has fallen into myth just as these coming days will one day be written down in song or poem. A Celtic warlord, at the rise of another dark age—”

“Arthur.” She felt a touch of awe, but also a niggling sense of incredulity. 

Again, he glanced at her, his gaze sharp. “Yes, Arthur. Arturo rex Britannia.” He rolled the Latin words over his tongue with the ease of long familiarity.

“King Arthur was one of you?”

Rhys shook his head.  “He was just a man who fought for right and good. There have always been men like him throughout history, who wittingly or not help us in our fight. But there was one of us by him, assisting where possible.”

She rubbed her temple hard. “Merlin. You’re about to tell me Merlin was one of you?”

Rhys smiled a little. “Merlin is a story, a myth like the Arthur who wore armour and a crown and was proclaimed King of England and had a round table.”

“But there was someone there like that,” Jenna insisted, knowing she was right. “One of you. Someone who prompted the tales.”

Rhys hesitated, studying her.  Was he trying to decide if she could be trusted with the information?  But Jenna already knew she was right.  She could feel it in her bones.

“His name was Taliesin,” Rhys said.  “He was one of the greatest amongst us. There has been none like him since. There have been powerful lords amongst us.  Mighty ones.  But none of them had the power and insight that Taliesin wielded.”  He shrugged.  “That is how it works, Jenna. The field, the power that keeps humanity cohesive and gives us our talents, seems to provide us with a great leader just when the field fluxes and surges the most and creates such strife in the world.”

Jenna stood up, translating her discomfort into action. She began stacking the breakfast dishes onto the cart. “What is the field?” 

“You know that answer already. You’ve felt it.  You’ve felt the surges. You’ve used it, too. You used it in the coffee shop yesterday.”

“Human auras?”

“If you like, but that scarcely does it justice. Consider something on the scale of the magnetic field that envelopes the earth and you have a working analogy. There’s a whole earth field and then every living object has its own weaker field that meshes with the earth’s and with each other.”

“You—we—have stronger fields than others?”

“Stronger, yes. And we have the ability to manipulate our fields. You, Jenna, appear to have the ability to manipulate others’ fields. That is how you dumped the coffee into the Prince’s lap.”

She realized she was still massaging her temple, trying to rid herself of the tension there.  She dropped her hand and sat back in her chair.

“If you…we…are born to this—” She grimaced, then made herself say the word as evenly as possible, “destiny, then why did it take you so long to figure out who I am? Surely, you recognize another…what? Talent? What do you call yourselves?”

“There’s no name for us, but sometimes we use watchers.”

She considered the name.  It seemed a simple enough word. At least they didn’t have some unpronounceable title without vowels. It was a word she could use without blushing. “You must recognize another watcher, then. Quite early.”

“The onset of puberty, usually.”

“Rhys, I’m nearly thirty years old. Why have you only figured out about me now?”

“Because of Kevin.”

She stared at him.

He reached for the insulated coffee pot and poured himself another cupful. “The magnetic analogy won’t do for this one. So think about nuclear radiation instead. You understand basic radiation theory, right?”

“I did physics at school.”

“When two pieces of radioactive material come together, the radiation they give off more than doubles. It’s a synergistic relationship.”

“Sure. If there’s enough material there they can spiral into thermonuclear reactions.”

“But if you enclose one of those pieces of radioactive material in lead, then nothing can get out. No leaks.” He took a mouthful of coffee. “Kevin was a blocker. We’ve known them to exist throughout history, here and there. He was that lead casing.”

The analogy was startlingly clear. But not quite perfect. “He didn’t live around me, though.”

“You were bonded to him emotionally. That’s all it takes. He subsumed your field.”

“Blocked it.” She realized she was rubbing her temple again.

“I’ve been thinking it over since I realized what Kevin was. You must have met him when you were very young.”

“High school.”

“You were lovers in high school?”

She felt herself blushing. “He was the only lover I have ever had.” She didn’t finish the rest of the thought: Until now.

But she didn’t need to finish it, for by Rhys’ startled expression, she knew he had finished it for himself. He recovered his poise swiftly.  But he didn’t speak at once and Jenna wondered why he hesitated.  

He considered her for a few seconds, then he said, “Those of us who bond together are like two pieces of radioactive material. The bonding forms a stronger, more powerful united field.”

“Makes sense.” Wariness flooded her, created by his careful selection of words. He was leading up to something. Something big.

“I have known my fate since I was a child,” he continued.  “It has been my journey to find you. You and I are twined together. It is our fate.  To battle the coming dark days we must bond and then be bound together by the solstice. We will work together to overcome the enemy. We have been forever destined to be mates.”

Even though she had suspected the shape of what he would say the actual speaking of the words shook her. “How can you know that? How can you possibly know something like that?”

You know it, too, Jenny.

She shook her head, refusing to use her mental abilities, for that would be supporting his theory and helping admit he was right. “So, regardless of how I feel about it, I’m supposed to just do what someone else tells me for the rest of my life?”

“You were made for this.”

“Bullshit. I make my own future—no one else gets to tell me how it goes.”

“Like Kevin tried to?”

She shut her jaw together with an audible snap. Shock filtered through her like a cold chemical racing through the marrow of her bones.  All she could do was stare at Rhys.

“Kevin died three months ago.” He said it calmly, without malice or anger.  “Yet the touch of your field and the surges you have been giving off have been felt and monitored for nearly a year now. They were weak at first. Mere hints, but they have been growing stronger all the time.”  Rhys’ voice was still neutral, still kind. “You may have been technically his lover when he died, but you had already dissolved the emotional bond between you, long before then.”

“But how did you know…?” Her voice emerged pathetically weak. It terrified her to have someone speak aloud the horrible thoughts and feelings she had assumed had been buried along with Kevin. 

“You quote Kevin’s cynical attitudes about anything magical or extra-sensory, yet you’ve had no qualms using those talents for the last twelve hours, so the attitudes were just borrowed from him. They’re not really yours at all. But now and whenever I have spoken about fate or destiny, your resistance is immediate and your fury hot enough to scrape paint off buildings.”

Her breath was hurried. Jenna got to her feet and turned away from him. Didn’t he know she didn’t like to speak of such things? Never with Kevin and she hadn’t been the sort to have women friends to share intimacies with, either.

Rhys’ mental touch came like a brief hug, but she didn’t acknowledge it, so he continued with audible words.

“Your whole life, you have struggled to find your own identity and to learn your place in the world. Kevin would have prevented that and would have smothered you as surely as he blocked your field. He was a strong man.  Strong in character and temperament. He was master of his own life.”

“Yes, he was.” A single tear rolled down her cheek but she didn’t bother wiping it away.

“It’s little wonder that you eventually pulled away, Jenna. You’re strong, too. I suspect that in the end you’ll prove to be stronger than I and far stronger than Kevin ever suspected you to be.”

She took a long time to absorb it and to get her mind around it. She struggled with it. “I still don’t buy this ‘fate’ thing, Rhys. I never have.”

“It doesn’t matter if you believe or not.”

“It’ll come up and tap me on the shoulder anyway?” She felt her lip curl. “We’ll see.”

“All right.” 

She turned to face him. He still sat at the table, holding his coffee cup. They might have been discussing the latest movie over a leisurely Sunday breakfast. His casual pose contrasted weirdly with the subject matter. “Just like that? No argument?”

“Unlike you, Jenna, I accepted my fate a long time ago. I know it doesn’t matter how much you try to dodge it. Sooner or later, the universe will arrange to have you in exactly the right spot to get hit by it.”

“Is that why you have been so patient? Let yourself be so….” Lonely. She found it easier to speak the word mentally, rather than use the audible, unadorned, negative version. 

“In part, yes. Mostly, I wasn’t interested in a half-life with a…a normal human.”

“And now that I’m theoretically here within reach, you’re prepared to let me go until my fate slaps me in the face?”

“I’m not going to push anything, Jenna. I don’t have to. But I won’t let you out of my sight until the solstice.”

Twice now he had mentioned the solstice. “Why? What happens at the solstice? When is the solstice?”

He smiled. “If you think about it, if you reach out and sample the surges, you could probably tell me down to the minute when the solstice is due.”

“Sure. December twenty-first. Everyone knows that.” She frowned. “Wow, that’s tomorrow.”

“Try it. What time tomorrow?”

“Sorry, I’m not wearing a watch.”

“You don’t need one. You can feel the solstice coming. I’ll give you a hint, Jenna. At the moment of solstice, everyone’s powers are at their zenith. Just like the seasons, our powers grow and fade over the year’s cycle and we’re now on the build up to the solstice. You can feel the moment coming, just like you can feel an orgasm building. It’s inside you. Growing.”

She shook her head. “There’s a term they use for Star Trek double talk. Technobabble. That’s all this is. Technobabble.”

“Tell me. You know the answer.”

“No.”

“Tell me.”

She shook her head again.

Tell me!

The answer spilled out of her obediently. “Ten p.m. No, just after.” She looked up at him. “Goddamn you. That was unfair.”

“Just proving a point. You are almost down to the minute, as it happens.” He got to his feet.

“Why. When is it?”

“Four minutes past ten p.m., mountain standard time. I’ll let you verify it for yourself.”

“And what happens at solstice? We all caper about in a circle and chant?”

He gave a low chuckle and leaned over and kissed her temple. “You’re very sexy when you’re angry, you know.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not. But you’re cutting into a whole new ball of wax here and you’re still digesting the last one. Are you completely sure you want to start this now?”

She was saved from an answer by the room telephone ringing. The sudden noise made her jump. 

Rhys picked it up and gave his name and listened, then glanced at Jenna and held out the handset.

“It’s for you.”

“No one knows I’m in this room.”

“I had them forward any calls to your room to here.”

She took the phone reluctantly.  “Hello.”

“Jenna, thank god! I’ve been looking high and low for you the last twelve hours.”

“Hi, Dean.” She scrambled to orient her mind back into a professional frame. Her supervisor was the only person on earth who knew she was in Banff and the only reason she had given him the information was because operational protocol demanded it. “I’ve been busy.”

“So I gathered.” His voice sounded dry. “He sounds ruggedly handsome. Are you all right?”

“Couldn’t be better.” She realized that physically, at least, she spoke plain truth. “Is something up? Why the call, Dean? You assured me that only in the case of direst emergency would you use this number.”

“True, true. And while there’s not an emergency here, I rather thought there might be there.”

“Here? Dean, what on earth…?”

“Jenna, honey, listen to me. I’m not your boss right now, okay? I’m just a concerned friend. I know how you feel about my…well, my psychic abilities. You and I both know the department would freak if I ever used them for an operation—”

Jenna glanced at Rhys, recalling that the department had hired him at least twice. She was damned sure it wasn’t for Rhys’ analytical skills they’d hired him. “Don’t be so sure about that, Dean. I’ve had one or two eye openers about the department lately.”

“Well, anyway, I know you’ve never believed psychic stuff and that you think it’s all a magnificent jest.  You’ve always made that very clear. So I want you to remember that while I say what I’ve got to say. I’m risking your ridicule and more trouble than I can predict with the department if this ever came out.”

“If what came out?” 

“Jenna, last night I was watching television, minding my own business and got knocked into next week with a mental shout. I heard it plain as day, as clear as words, almost. Jenna’s in trouble. That’s what it said. Jenna’s in trouble. Christ, I could almost feel you, feel your fright.” He sighed deeply. “I dumped a perfectly good bowl of Jerri’s chilli all over the floor, it startled me so much.”

“Dean, I’m fine.”

“You might be right now, but honey, these things are convoluted sometimes. This could be about the future, something that’s going to happen. And you know….” 

She understood his hesitation.  He risked more than simple ridicule and a formal rap on the knuckles. He risked exposing the extent of whatever talent he had. 

Jenna marvelled at her own train of thought. From pure cynic to a believer within twelve hours. 

I have been changed already.

Yes, you have. Rhys’ mental tone caressed her, a warm mental hug.

“You know that the solstice is coming up, don’t you?” Dean said.

“Sunday,” Jenna supplied. “Tomorrow night.”

“Uh-huh.  You’re on a hot spot right there in Banff.”

“A what?”

“Hot spot. There’s all these lines of power that run over the globe and along each line, well, anywhere along a line, you can tap into an extra dollop of power if you go about it right. The ancients knew about it. Stonehenge is sitting right over one. Same with all the other standing stones in England. And all those freaky signs in South America. There’s another line runs up through the middle of the Rockies and Banff is right on it.”

Her heart thudded along unhappily. Had she unwittingly put herself in a place of power.  Was this fate of hers already pushing her around?

“I didn’t know that, Dean. I’ll bear it in mind. If it’ll make you any happier, I’ll be super wary tomorrow, just in case. Okay?”

“Well, yes, now that you’re stuck there. That’s a worry right there.”

“What do you mean?” She put it sharply.

“Why else do you think it took me ten bloody hours to get through to you? The phone lines were down because of the avalanches.”

“Avalanches?”

Dean chuckled. “Honey, I think you’ve been tucked in that hotel room for too long. Go grab a paper or talk to a local. There was a series of avalanches this morning. They cut off all the roads into Banff, along with phone lines and a shit load of other services.”

She gripped the phone hard. “I see.”

“So you be very, very careful, okay? I know you can look after yourself. And this warning I got could be about something as simple as getting stuck in a snow drift.”

“But it didn’t feel like that, did it?” 

She sensed his surprise. “No, it didn’t feel like that at all.” He cleared his throat. “Well, it sounds like you’ll take me seriously enough to be cautious. Do you…would you like me to come up there and bring you home? You can stay with Jerri and I and the kids for Christmas—I know you don’t want to be at your home for it.”

“You couldn’t get through anyway, Dean.”

“Shit, I could get a helicopter in there.”

Shock rippled through her. “You’d blow departmental resources on this?”

“Just give the word.”

That frightened her more than any other thing he might have said. Dean was a genuine Scrooge when it came to parceling out money for even genuine departmental needs. That he’d break his own stringent rules to come haul her out of Banff before the solstice spoke volumes about his worry.

“Nah, I don’t think you need to do that.” She made it sound as casual as she could manage. “Although I really appreciate the gesture.”

“He’s that good, huh?”

She smiled. “Something like that.”

“Well, okay. But you know where to find me.”

“Thanks, Dean.”

She replaced the phone, listening to her heart thud unhappily, as she encompassed everything Dean had said.  Then she turned to find Rhys.

He stood at the window with his back to her, staring out at the snow that was still falling in thick, heavy flakes. 

“You chose to stay. Why?” he asked.

She went up behind him, put her arms around him and rested her cheek against his back. “I don’t believe in fate, Rhys.  I’m still getting use to these strange new things that I can do.  That you can do. I don’t know that I like them much, except that they have some interesting applications.” She recalled the electric moment in the restaurant when they had revealed to each other the depth of their need to make love now, all while the waiter fussed over Jenna’s fingers and a ruined tablecloth, completely oblivious to the heat passing between them.  And her mind jumped to their completely public lovemaking in the dress shop.

Rhys drew in a heavy breath.

“But I do know that with those powers or without them, fate or no fate, I’m drawn to you. I need to see where that goes.”

He let go of a great gust of air, his shoulders lifting and relaxing under her cheek. “Thank you.”

“How much did you hear?”

“I picked up a lot from you.”

“I thought you couldn’t do that unless I willed it?”

“We’re bonding, Jenny. Whether you like it or not, the longer we’re together, the closer we draw to each other. When that happens, all bets are off. There’s no predicting what a unified field will do.”

Her hands absorbed the warmth of his flesh, where they rested over his bare abdomen. She caught a glimpse of a thought/feeling from him, the softness of her hands, the warmth of her arms and the proximity of her hands to the top of his jeans. 

He let his thoughts spiral back into physical longing for her, which he couldn’t seem to quench no matter how many times he drank from her flesh. The strength of it frightened him, even while it exhilarated him.

His small enjoyment was contagious, but more than that, the hint of weakness shown by the touch of fear at the strength of his need for her, caught at Jenna’s heart. 

She slid her hands down to his jeans and found the button.  She opened it and he gave a gusty and very male sigh. With a smile, she zipped them undone and slid her hand inside.  She touched smooth firm skin lightly covered with hair and felt his lower abs quiver beneath her fingers. She reached further and found the hard length of his cock.  She wrapped her fingers around the velvety hot flesh and ran them lightly upwards to the glans.

He jerked in her hand in response.

Jenna circled around to face him and pushed his jeans down his hips. His cock reared up, beating against his belly. She studied it with a gourmand’s eye. “You’re perfect.” 

He gave a gruff laugh. “Hardly.”

“No, you’re just right for me. You—” she gripped his cock, running her other finger around the head and making him groan. “You’re just the right size and a pleasing shape and texture.” She gave him the encompassing thought that explained it all so much more efficiently.

“I’ve never heard it put like that before.” He put a hand out blindly, feeling for the back of the chair, which he gripped for support. 

Jenna got to her knees in front of him and took his cock in both hands. He sucked in a quick breath, signalling his anticipation.  The sound pleased her. Quickly, before he could recover, she plunged him into her mouth, stretching her lips over the tip. Then she began to tease him mercilessly, sucking and teasing the glans with her tongue, letting her teeth bump over the head, all the while sliding her mouth up and down the shaft. She strained to take him in as deeply as she could, while she cupped and squeezed his balls gently, massaging them. 

She’d done this before for Kevin, but never had it felt as right as it did now. 

Subtly, she picked up the pace, as his breathing grew ragged and strained. His hand touched her head.  It was a gentle touch, but as she continued to work on his cock, Rhys buried his fingers in her hair with convulsive movements, telling her wordlessly that she was driving him hard. 

His growing excitement was contagious. A tingle of pleasure began to grow deep in her belly. There was the added thrill of pleasuring another without thought of return.

When Rhys’ hips began to jerk and his breath had turned to a panting gasp, he pulled himself from her mouth, his hands on her head keeping her from him. “No, not this way. In you. I want to come inside you.” His eyes had become narrowed slits of glittering concentration, the dark irises just barely showing.

He pulled her to her feet and tugged the belt of her gown loose as she rose. The gown, far too big for her in the first place, slid from her shoulders as soon as the belt fell away, leaving her naked.

Rhys grasped her waist in both hands and, astonishingly, lifted her off her feet, the muscles in his shoulders and chest flexing hard. He swivelled and carried her a pace or two and deposited her bottom on the broad desk against the wall by the other window. 

It reminded her sharply of the dress store last night and the image Rhys had given her, of carrying her up against the store window. 

You liked that. He kissed her, hard and thoroughly, then pushed her shoulders back, until she lay on the leather desk top. 

She was already mentally replaying that scenario, so she gave it to him.

He smiled as his hands moved over her. He stroked her whole body in long caresses, sparing no single inch of her, until she writhed, her thighs restless against the edges of the desk.

Finally he picked up her ankles and rested them against his shoulders and inserted the tip of his cock into her hot, wet tunnel. Just the tip. Then he paused.

Jenna looked up at him. “Tease!”

“Yes!” His hands brushed her body again and fluttered around her pussy. She caught her breath, wishing he would plunge deep inside her with all his strength. Instead his fingers slipped between her thighs and along her vagina, through the slick channel of flesh to her clit.  Her hips jerked hard. 

In that moment he slammed into her, driving against her muscles that had contracted in reaction to his stroking her clitoris. He groaned, his eyes closing, as he buried himself deep.

So did Jenna, her insides turning to liquid pleasure around him.

Feel this, too. It became a mental touch and Jenna gasped again as she felt his lips on her pussy. Mentally, his tongue stroked and caressed her clitoris, even as his cock pulsed, buried to the hilt inside her. 

On top of that came the sensation of lips and hands on her breasts, stroking and tweaking the nipples and caressing the swell of flesh around them.

Her breath came in sharp gasps as she sunk into the sensual pool. Beneath it all, she felt Rhys’ cock thrust into her again and again, harder each time.

His thumb rested against her clitoris and stroked with each mental kiss of his mouth, slipping down to her vagina with each withdrawal of his cock. 

Faster! she urged him.

Yes.

Harder.

Yes!

 And they strove for a mutual orgasm, feeling it build, from his toes to her ears. The sharing of sensations spiralled the pleasure upwards, until Jenna threw her head back and screamed, the pleasure ripping through her with an intensity that bordered on pain. Rhys cried her name as his seed spilled into her in hard, tight spasms, and sweat beaded his temples.





  

Chapter Six
 

They showered together in order to stay together and shared quiet words. Jenna lathered him and this time she lingered over each of the many scars he wore.  For each he would give her the sense/image of the occasion of its delivery.  Most of them were painful battle scars earned fighting against an enemy that wore so many faces they blended into an amorphous Enemy that he had battled his entire life and still had not beaten. The scars were the product of knives, guns, swords and all manner of weapons and objects that had taken their toll on him.

Jenna wept a few bitter tears for each of them.  She thought the shower spray hid them until Rhys took her in his arms and kissed her eyes. Don’t cry for me. And the thought came with the sense that he would willingly do it all again, knowing she waited for him somewhere ahead.

“Does your strange world not know mercy? Is there no rest, no reprieve?”

“There are moments. For anyone, even the merely human, there are moments.” He smiled down at her. “Such as this one. And the moments add up.”

She rested her head against his chest for a moment and felt his heartbeat. Yes, it was a peaceful moment. But I, too, can feel the tension building now. I need answers.

You shall have them. And she felt him sigh.

Who is the Enemy? I thought it was a part of humans, the dark half, that you worked to root out. She thought of Clement Hine. People like him seem purely evil and bent on defeating you.

Hine is human and watcher, both. But he, like all humans, has a dark side, a capacity for evil. And during his life he went astray. Sadness touched him.

Jenna realized that Rhys had known Hine for a long time. Long before Hine had ‘gone astray’.

“The dark side of the force?” Jenna quipped.

That’s very close to the real truth. His thoughts leapt onwards, encompassing all of humanity with its capability for evil. She saw the social conscience and personal ethics that keep most from wickedness and the threat of human laws that subdue others. But for some, the bad ways are easier, quicker and less troublesome and the laws don’t hold them. These people twist human nature to suit themselves, regardless of the long term consequences. If that sort of person has a will that can bend others to his nature, he can lead those weaker others into the same dark paths. 

Rhys showed her how that might happen, how influential people with evil in their hearts corrupted other souls and how he and others like him forever kept watch for people like that and for the corruption they spread, so they could root it out and destroy it before it took seed. Those are the sorts of patterns and pockets we watch out for and deal with as we can.

This was the work she was destined for? She straightened her back, drawing away from him so she could focus on his face properly, causing the hot water to spill down between her breasts. Rhys was nudging her out of her comfort zone again, with the reminder of a “fate” she still hadn’t wholly accepted. She sought, instead, for information. Hine has been led astray?

He is human first and he uses his greater skills to pursue human ambitions. Greed, mostly, for money and power. 

Jenna saw another, darker figure behind Hine. It was a symbolic image. There was a greater evil leading Hine. Bonded to him. 

Does their bond make them stronger?

Yes.

Who is the other, the stronger one?

“A man called Jude Marcher.” Rhys’ lips thinned and he turned off the shower with a compulsive jerk on the faucet and stepped out of the stall.

“You’ve met him?”

“I have battled him many times. Him, or his servants. He has many like Hine, Jenny, and always more to choose from, for the human capacity for black deeds seems endless.” He thrust his arms into the towelling robe and went into the bedroom.

Jenna dried herself off quickly and followed him out. “But what does Marcher want? From what you showed me, it felt like he has power and probably money because of it. What else could he want?”

“To see the world plunged into chaos. To see us fail.”

“But why?” It seemed so gratuitous.

“With the watchers defeated, Marcher would have his way. He could be the Lord of Misrule.” He dressed swiftly as he spoke. “Would you….” He hesitated. The look he sent her held some awkwardness.  “I think you should move into this room, Jenna. Collect your things and bring them here.”

Jenna felt a leap of…something.  She had no idea what the feeling was and no time to analyze it while Rhys was watching her so carefully and could tap into her mind at will.  “Because it’s safer?” she asked carefully.

“Partly,” he agreed, his tone neutral.  Then he shrugged.  “And partly because…I would like you to.” 

“All right.” The answer emerged without consideration. It was just there, automatic and without thought.  And immediately, Jenna could hear a dozen major objections rise in her mind.  Was she crazy?  She’d only known Rhys for less than twenty-four hours!  She should run a security check at the very least.  Wait a day or two or a year.  What are you thinking, Jenna MacDonald?  You’re not thinking at all—well, not with your brain, anyway….  All of the objections seemed to be phrased in Kevin’s sarcastic voice, which made her drop a mental shroud over all of them and shove them away.

That was stuff that the old Jenna might have worried about.  Things had changed.  She made herself look calmly at Rhys instead and not take back her agreement to move into his hotel room.

Rhys turned away, heading for the sitting room. “Good.” He picked up the room key, keeping his head averted. “I’m going down to the foyer. I want to nose around a bit and see if Hine or his cronies are up to anything.  And I want to find out more about the snow.” He put the room key on the table next to the door. “You take that. I’ll get another one while I’m downstairs.”

He wasn’t looking at her at all.  Was he regretting the invitation already?  “Rhys?” she called as he opened the door.

He paused and finally looked back at her. He was smiling and his thought/feelings touched her: a bubbling euphoria delivered as a mental kiss—she felt his lips on hers as if he had actually kissed her. 

He stepped out of the room and shut the door, but his joy lingered.

* * * * *
 

Jenna packed her belongings quickly and hauled them upstairs to the big suite without incident. Then she plugged her laptop into the high-speed internet outlet and went surfing.

Her first question was answered within seconds. Solstice really was at 10:04pm MST this year. That small confirmation made her heart thud hard. 

She went to her favourite search engine and plugged in “Avaon”, along with every spelling variation she could think of. For a moment she paused before clicking on “search.” Did she really doubt Rhys? Did she really want confirmation?

Then she clicked. It was unlikely she would get a straight answer anyway. The internet could be frustratingly blank on some subjects.

A dozen pages popped up, that dealt with baby names, hotels, jewellery and other bizarre connections with the variants she had plugged in. She was on the verge of shutting down the browser, feeling a huge guilt for sneaking around behind Rhys’ back, but a perverse need to know it all made her click on the second page of results.

She found the result she hadn’t wanted to find right down the bottom.



Adaon ab Taliesin Adaon or Avaon, son of the chief of the bards, and
 a bard himself, was also celebrated for his valour. The Traids…
 camelot.celtic-twilight.com/infopedia/a/adaon.htm - 4k - Cached - Similar pages




She looked at the entry and it seemed to pulse on the page. She knew very little about the Welsh language, but she did know that ‘ab’ meant ‘son of’. With a hand that shook, she clicked on the link.

The page that opened up featured lines of verse that her gaze picked out first:

“Hast thou heard what Avaon sang,

The son of Taliesin, of the recording verse?

The cheek will not conceal the anguish of the heart.”

Quickly, Jenna hit the power button and held it down, shutting down her laptop in an emergency overdrive.  It shut down with an almost silent sigh, the screen blanking out without ceremony.  She tried to push the laptop away from her but the rubber grips wouldn’t let it slide across the table and her hand shook too much.  Instead, the computer just flipped over onto its lid and the heavy keyboard half of it slapped shut on top of it. 

Jenna sat back from the table. She felt ill.  Cold sweat had broken out in her armpits and the back of her neck. The shakes had grown worse.

The name didn’t have to apply literally. It couldn’t be literal. That would make Rhys…how old? Before she could even begin to mentally tally the centuries, she sheered away from it. Ridiculous.

She pushed at her temples, massaging them. What had Rhys said? It’s a name I used once, long ago.

Coincidence. That’s all. Plenty of men called Arthur walked around these days and none of them was a legendary warlord from fifteen centuries ago.

She went and unpacked her belongings, but the task had lost its sheen and eventually she found she was standing in front of the window, staring out at the snow. Rhys’ effervescent mental kiss kept playing over in her mind. She had not imagined the joy behind it, the almost bashful happiness. That simple pleasure didn’t belong to a man who had lived hundreds of years. After such a long life, wouldn’t he be jaded? Cynical...even mistrustful and world-weary? 

How could she even entertain the possibility of someone living that long? To where had her own sense of reality fled? It scared her that she could even consider it rationally! Hastily she retreated back to the comfort of his mental kiss. The simple pleasure in it.

She wanted him back. Now. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and feel his solidness. His human-ness. Flesh and blood couldn’t be denied.

* * * * *
 

A package was delivered an hour or so later, and Jenna used the chain on the door and the spy hole to verify who it was before she opened the door enough to accept the big flat white box.

A note was taped to it. A big flourishing scrawl spread across the small sheet. It’s all right. You can open it. Rhys.

Even though the scrawl seemed to fit with Rhys’ personality, she still had no real way of knowing this came directly from him. She considered it for a moment. It was an unsealed cardboard box that typically held flowers and seemed totally harmless. 

She reached out with her mind. Rhys?

Jenny. I’m here.

She showed him the box. Did you send this?

Enjoy it, Jenny.  The replay came with his warm mental caress. Then his presence withdrew.

Reassured, she pulled the lid off and brushed tissue paper aside. Then she grew very still.

She had expected to find flowers. She had wanted to find flowers.

She picked up the dark green velvet and pulled it out of the box.  She let her fingers run over the pleated paisley silk. Her heart skittered, hard and irregular. With slow steps she laid the dress across the bed, draping it for proper display.  Then she stepped back.  For long minutes she simply stared at the dress, absorbing the reality of it.

Then she went back out to the sitting room and looked around the suite…a suite in a hotel that had such high prices it had taken two years’ worth of her savings to stay a week in the smallest, meanest room in the hotel.

She heard Rhys’ voice again, from last night. It’s amazing what compound interest will do, given enough time.

How much time had it taken? 

She hurried over to the bar and dug out a can of pop. It took three attempts to open it and she slopped it over the bar as she took her first mouthful. She paused after two mouthfuls, wondering if it would stay down, for it churned in her stomach.

She heard the locks on the door thunk.  Rhys pushed the door open and came in, looking around for her. “You’re here. Good.” He glanced at the white box on the table and smiled. “And the dress, too.” He picked up her hand and kissed it. “There’s a Christmas party here at the hotel tonight. We’re invited.”

“Who invited us?” 

“The manager.”

“You know him?”

“Tolerably well. Enough to be invited, anyway. It’s black tie, so I did some fast arranging.” He glanced at her, and then studied her more closely. “Are you all right? You don’t object to the dress, do you?”

“It’s beautiful. Although the price tag makes me want to puke.”

“That’s what credit cards are for.” He shrugged. “I can afford it, Jenna. Allow me this indulgence. Please?”

She took a deep breath and it seemed to help. 

She came around the bar to his side and slid her arms around his chest, resting her head on his shoulder as she had longed to do. His heart beat against her cheek and it sounded perfectly normal.

His hands stroked her back. “You’re trembling.” He sounded surprised. 

“I’m afraid. There’s so much to know, to learn. It’s all going so fast. I wouldn’t have chosen this for myself, Rhys but I’m being forced to it.  All I want to do is be myself. I just want both of us to be normal. Ordinary.”

“For tonight, we can.” His voice rumbled against her ear.

“And the future?”

He lifted her chin, made her look at him. “There are no guarantees. For anyone. You just have to take time as it’s given to you. Moments, remember? Enjoy the moments.”

She kissed him and knew as she reached for a reassurance he couldn’t give her. But for the moment she could fool herself that all was normal. Ordinary. That Rhys was simply a wonderful lover she had found. A vacation romance.

The kiss deepened and then she was no longer pretending. With fingers that trembled with excitement, not fear, she stripped him of his shirt and ran her hands over his shoulders and chest. She admired the strength they represented and enjoyed the heat of his flesh, the satiny touch of the skin and the hard muscles beneath. 

His hands deftly slid her tee-shirt from her as she played.

Yes, this was normal. Rhys was just a man. He responded as a man. All her dark imaginings were just that: her imagination run riot. But she saw a flash image of her computer screen and the search engine results, which seemed to throb and glow in her mind like a neon sign.  Accusing.  Tormenting her.  The corner of doubt remained and fear with it.  

Jenna shucked off her jeans and panties, the last items of clothing she wore.  She pressed herself against him. “Make love to me, Rhys. Fuck me as hard as you can. I need to feel you.”

His hands on her ass were hot and demanding, holding her against him. He kissed her again, his tongue driving deep. When his lips lifted from hers finally, she pushed him far enough away from her to undo his jeans and slide them to the floor so he could step out of them. She stripped him bare then took his stiff cock in her hands and stoked it. Rhys’ gasping groan urged her to do more to make him groan again. 

That groan was as human a sound as any man could make. How could she be wrong about him? 

She stepped back a pace, feeling a wanton abandon, and a desire to test his human frailties so she could see them with her own eyes. Empirical evidence that he was completely human would be indisputable evidence.

She cupped her breasts, looking at him. “Want to touch them?” she asked. “Lick them?”

Rhys’ eyes narrowed. “You have to ask?” he growled.

It wasn’t quite enough. Not yet. She needed to push him further.

She stroked her nipples with her fingers and let her eyes close dreamily. “Mmm…” Slowly, she began to run her hands all over her body, a languorous, sensual stroking.

Rhys took a step towards her. He radiated a stunning urgency and his sense- image spiked her own excitement. She licked her lips, reckless abandon gripping her. “No! Stand still. Stay where you are. Watch.”

“If I watch I cannot stand still. Do you know how that can drive a man, Jenna?” 

His voice was husky, but the sharp, feral pleasure pouring from him caught at her throat and left her breathless. She hadn’t fully appreciated until that moment how exciting a man found it to watch a woman pleasure herself, but now she used the knowledge to the full. She licked her fingers and circled her nipples with the wet tips, making them crinkle and tighten sharply. While caressing one breast, she let her other hand slide down to her pussy and stroked it.  She delved deeper with each stroke. 

Although this was a familiar act for her, it seemed new and utterly thrilling with Rhys watching. She was hyper-aware of her fingers slipping between her labia and the gentle stroke along her clitoris. Each stroke was a silvery ripple of pleasure, far more intense than any she had ever experienced on her own and she gasped in reaction. Her juices were copious, coating her fingertips with hot moisture.

“Jenna…” Rhys’ growled warning made her heart jump and pleasure rippled through her. The deep excitement in his voice was unmistakable. Now she saw his weakness. His vulnerability.

She closed her eyes, caught up in the waves of pleasure from her masturbation, concentrating on what her fingers did and letting the excitement build up. She was aware of the little moans and sounds she was making, but they sounded distant, as if another person made them.

“Dear god, enough!” he demanded, his voice thick.  He sounded almost drunk.

Jenna scuttled backwards as he lunged for her. But he was faster. His arm snagged around her waist and brought her to her hands and knees. It should have given her a tactical advantage because it is more difficult to pick a person up when their center of gravity was close to or on the ground.

But picking her up wasn’t his intention. She felt his hands on her hips and realized with a rush that he intended to take her right here. Even as the realization shot through her, his cock pushed through her folds, spearing her, filling her.

She clenched the carpet, gasping, her hips twitching forward. 

Rhys drove into her with a single-minded intention. Had she pushed him that far? 

His heat permeated her, through his cock inside her and from his hands on her hips and the heat of his pelvis as he slapped up against her buttocks with each frantic thrust. He panted.  It was a raw, driven sound she had never heard from him before.

She had wanted this, had she not? She closed her eyes, giving herself up to the sparkling waves of reaction rolling through her. They welled and grew. 

Stroke yourself. Do it. The command was harsh, but behind it she heard the ragged excitement that had driven him to take her in this way. She’d tapped into a primal, human instinct in him and now it flowed to her.

Shaking with a novel excitement far beyond anything she had ever experienced before, she reached between her legs and stroked her clitoris with little hard strokes and fed the silvery thrilling spikes back to Rhys. 

In return she felt his pleasure spiral, uncontrolled and blind to anything but her sensations, which steepened the ascent and made it sharper and keener.

Her climax ripped through her and she groaned aloud and mentally, as Rhys climaxed, his fingers digging into her hips and his body locking tight over hers. With each spasm of his cock, the hot liquid spilled inside her. His mind touched hers, giving her a glimpse of an incoherent maelstrom of admiration, joy and a total, primal satisfaction enhanced by her own climax. Behind it all was a wondering, a small fear at the way she had begun to encompass his mind, soul and body. 

There. There was the human frailty she had sought. But having found it brought her no comfort at all.

With a deep, guttural groan, he withdrew and fell to one hand on the carpet beside her. She glanced at him. His eyes were closed tight and sweat showed on his temples and forehead. 

Jenna climbed to her feet, taking several seconds to do it.  She walked with unsteady steps to the bathroom to clean up.  She shut the door softly behind her, then used a cloth to soothe the heated places where Rhys had been gripping her flesh.  Then she wiped away his cum.  She scooped a small handful of it into the palm of her hand and studied it. Could there be a more human sign that this, the spilling of a man’s seed?

She washed it away, trying to rinse away her doubts and fears with it.

* * * * *
 

The Banff Springs Hotel Christmas party was hosted by the hotel itself. It was a glittering formal affair for the hotel’s favourite guests, suppliers, friends, business associates and more. The sumptuous banquette served over three hundred people, in the biggest function room in the hotel, and must have kept dozens of staff busy in the service areas behind the scene.

As soon as she saw all the diamonds, gold and fur on parade, Jenna relaxed. She was barely adequately dressed in her outrageously expensive gown and far from being overdressed.

You outshine them all, Rhys assured her. 

She could accept it as more than an offhand compliment, because she saw behind his words the sweeping glance he’d made, taking in all the guests within his view and how none of them had drawn his eye the way she did.

There was a secondary tone to his thought; one of pride.

That kept her chin up, but her eyes were wide as she watched the other guests mingling and chatting. Very few people appeared to be on their own. A solitary man with a crookedly-tied bowtie watched her but was quickly joined by a woman who placed a whiskey glass in front of him and he turned to smile at his companion as she sat down beside him. Then Jenna realized many people were watching her, for she would catch their gaze before they averted it or turned away.

She tucked her arm under Rhys’ elbow. 

“What is it?”

“People. Watching us. Do you think they’re…like us?”

You can determine that for yourself.

Right. I forgot. The next time she caught someone’s gaze sliding away from hers, she reached out mentally to sample them and found nothing. No field, no hint of energy or response.

* * * * *
 

They found their table, which they shared with eight other guests, including the mayor of Banff and the editor of the Banff Crag & Canyon newspaper. Rhys brought a bottle of champagne and poured her a glass. 

“I don’t usually—“

“Tonight, I insist.” He pushed the glass towards her with a smile. “Drink.”

“So long as you’re driving.” She picked up her glass.

Rhys lifted his a little. “Long life.”

She drank and enjoyed the tickle of bubbles on her nose.

Time for a lesson. He put his glass down and sat back, watching her.

Now? Here? With all this noise and people listening?

He looked around. No one is listening to us. No one can hear us.

Jenna frowned, feeling her brow wrinkle, and glanced around. There’s noise. Talk.

Exactly. He lifted his glass up towards her again. “Can you think of another toast?” At the same time as he spoke, she heard his mental whisper: and reach to me this way, too.


She lifted her glass. “To…” and tried to push a thought to him at the same time, but couldn’t do it. She could either speak, or push. She laughed a little. Hell, who’s going to want to listen to two different things at once, anyway? Especially with all this noise. It wasn’t particularly noisy—this was a very elegant crowd—but there was a lot of chatter around them and the music added its own filter. 

The practice is useful, anyway. He picked up her hand where it lay on the table and threaded his fingers through it. 

I’ll need more sugar.

He tapped her glass. Carbonated sugar.

But her gaze drew to the back of his hand, at yet another scar there. It looked like an old burn. She ran her finger over it. So many battles. Do you have only enemies? No friends, no peace?

There are many watchers. I know a lot of them. His other hand came over hers, halting her finger from tracing out the scar and he gave her a quick glimpse of another party—far more rowdy and congenial than this elegant affair.  It had been filled with old friends and trusted companions. Although the glimpse gave her no overt clue she had the distinct impression it had been in England, some time ago.

Do you see your friends often?

She felt his mental head-shake. I move around a lot.

How do you contact others? How does word pass? 

Email. Fax. Telephone. The usual ways. His mental laugh was a warm breeze through her mind.

She pushed her annoyance at him and showed him an imaginary computer screen, an email form and fingers typing out ‘slew two of the enemy today…lots of blood’. There were ways before the electron was discovered, surely?

We are as limited as the rest of the world over long distances, but the fields tell us much. I knew where to find you, didn’t I?

But not specifics. She took another sip of her champagne.

Are we not talking specifics now?

How far apart can we be to do this?

He shrugged, a physical shrug and shook his head a little. Who knows? Some can only manage a quarter of a mile. Others, especially those who are bonded, can reach much further. And I have a feeling that you, Jenny, will out-reach all of us.

The diner on her left passed the bread basket to her and she passed it on to Rhys, along with her next question. Someone must train the new watchers. There has to be some organizing body that runs the show.

Rhys tore his bun open and started spreading butter. There is a council that oversees the general direction of our affairs and they act as the adjudicating body, too.

Over all? Over people like Hine, too?

Only for us.

The good guys? She mentally rolled her eyes.

They are the only watchers who accept the binding principals and ethics.

Then your enemies operate under no laws at all!

The laws of physics limit them as they do any watcher. Rhys picked up his knife and cut into his steak with a sharp jab. They can be killed. Maimed. 

The woman on Jenna’s left leaned towards her. “You two are such a quiet couple! I hope this table of oldies hasn’t scared you into silence?”

Jenna smiled and shook her head. “We’re just listening,” she said, waving her hand to indicate the rest of people at the table, all involved in conversations.

“And watching,” Rhys added. 

* * * * *
 

Just as she finished her meal, Jenna felt a mental jerk, something like a silent inarticulate shout. There was a quality of surprise and pain in it, but that was all she caught before it faded. And she knew something else from the contact:  It wasn’t Rhys. The touch had been unmistakably feminine.

She glanced around, looking for him. He stood at the bar getting more champagne for them both and clearly, he had felt it too, for his head was down as he concentrated, ‘listening’ with every fibre.

Jenna stared at him. Had he not been able to distinguish where it came from? The direction had been unmistakable. 

For the first time she really appreciated that she had skills Rhys did not share with her. Her sensitivity seemed to be more acute than his.

The shout had come from outside the function room and the doors were a few short paces away from Jenna’s table. The bar was on the far side of the dance floor. She rose and picked up her new evening purse. It had been the only place she could hide her knife, for the tight velvet sheath barely gave her breathing room. The washroom facilities were just outside the function room doors. There was a good chance most people would think she was simply heading there.

She turned left instead of right once she was outside the doors and hurried down the wide corridor. There were function rooms throughout this level of the hotel and she paused at each door, mentally sampling the space beyond.

Finally, she reached the door. She knew it was the one. The room beyond held the right space-shape and density. She couldn’t have explained it in words. It was just right. She pushed the swing door open enough to slip inside and stopped.

She blinked in the thick darkness. Ahead lay a gleam of diffused light. As her eyes adjusted to the dark she realized she looked at a very low light gleaming on a polished wooden stage. She was in a theatrette.

Twenty five or so rows of plush red chairs marched towards the stage, all of them empty.

She took a breath to calm herself. The tension curling through her she knew all too well, for she had been in these situations before. Keeping her breathing steady, she walked silently towards the stage. 

Halfway there she heard a soft whimper of pain and froze. The sound had come from somewhere toward the back of the stage. She reached into her purse and pulled out the knife, but didn’t trigger the blade. Silently, she crept forward once more and climbed up the steps to the stage itself, using the sides and edges of the steps, where there was less chance of them creaking.

Ahead, a blur of white lay on the stage close to the back wall. Jenna moved towards it and found a woman lying in a pool of blood. She bled from the nose and mouth and her hand moved feebly against the floor, as if she were trying to ward something off. Jenna mentally touched her and felt an echo of something, enough to tell her this was the woman who had shouted.

Suddenly, he came at her.  She triggered her knife, whirling to fend him off. He came out of the wings, raising a lethal-looking police baton, ready to bring it down on the back of her skull if she had not been hyper-alert and heard his approach. 

The fight was swift and ugly as only knife fights can be. Jenna dodged the falling baton, spinning aside like a bullfighter as he staggered past her. She kept turning so that she faced him again and now his back was to her. She grabbed his hair and yanked backwards, exposing his throat.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

Suddenly, she was pushed aside by an invisible force. She staggered sideways, off-balance, until she came up against a solid brick wall. She spun around and saw his features for the first time. It was the man with the crooked bow-tie who had been watching her when they arrived at the party tonight. 

Jenna glanced at the woman lying very still on the floor a few paces away. Yes, it had been she who had given him the drink and sat down beside him.

Jenna sampled him. She pressed back against the wall when she felt the roiling malevolence in the contact.  Evil and malice and directed at her. She felt a sick, dazed horror. “You did that to her. You killed her, just to bring me?”

His mouth turned down. “They said you wouldn’t move from Avaon’s sphere, but I knew you couldn’t resist a bit of suffering. And here you are.” He threw his hand up towards her and Jenna could almost feel the buffering wind of something passing her. Something invisible. 

“Fuck!” He screamed it like a thwarted school boy. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he had stamped his foot. She realized that he had…what? Thrown something at her. A force. Power. 

And it had not touched her.

From among the ferocious thoughts in his mind she plucked his name. “Blennie.”

He looked at her and she saw his fear grow. It took a few short seconds before it pushed him into physical action. He charged at her, screaming, his baton lifted high.

She stepped forward to meet him, her hand catching his wrist as it began to descend, the other pushing the knife into his gut and wrenching upwards. She pulled the knife out and stepped away, feeling the sick sadness that always touched her at such times.  It was magnified this time by her contact with his thoughts.

He fell to the floorboards with an impact that shuddered through the whole stage.

Had he forgotten she held a knife? No. He had deliberately baited her into killing him.

The theatrette doors flew open. “Jenna!” Rhys ran down the aisle and jumped onto the stage, his tuxedo jacket flying aside. He cupped her face then stepped back to check her quickly. He saw the knife and the tell-tale blood splatters and trail and turned to look at the body of the woman.  Then he walked over to Blennie. He pushed the baton with his toe.

“Blennie.” He turned back to face her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. He killed her, to get me to come.”

“And it worked, didn’t it?” Rhys’ tone was dry.

“Excuse me?”

“You did exactly what I told you not to do. You moved away from me.”

She stared at him, bewildered. “But…she called….”

Rhys pulled the knife from her hand and a kerchief from his pocket.  He rubbed hard at the handle of the knife with the kerchief.  Then he placed the knife in the woman’s outstretched hand and curled her fingers around the handle.  He pressed her fingers in a hard grip for a second or two, setting the prints.

He pushed Blennie’s body closer to her and extended the man’s arms out. 

He stepped back to study it. “He hit her, but she held on long enough to stab him. He died trying to reach her again. It’s rough, but it will have to do.”

Then he caught her arm in his hand and pulled her towards the back of the stage and the fire door there. He hit it with his hand, shoving it open.  He pushed her through. “Move it. We can’t be caught up in this. I don’t know how long it will take for them to be discovered and we can’t be found anywhere near here.”

She hurried, picking up the hem of her dress.  Rhys was quicker, hauling her along so fast she was in danger of tripping. 

They were in a service passage with little light and no people but at an intersection ahead the connecting corridor blazed with light and she heard voices.  They couldn’t afford to be seen coming out of this corridor.  It would be remembered, later. 

Rhys shouldered open a door as he reached it and pulled her into the room beyond with him. He pressed her up against a metal cabinet, his hand over her mouth. 

His fury was palpable.

She was in pain. She called! She pushed the thought at him quickly, defensively.

Did you think she was one of us? Even his mental voice crackled with dry anger. When I had said that you and I were alone?

Lights came on in the passage outside, shining through the wire reinforced glass panel on the door. Measured steps, many of them, headed down the corridor.

Fright touched her. They’ve found them. 

There would be more panic, more speed, if they had.

The even steps continued along the passage, fading. Rhys dropped his hand from her mouth. “Goddamn it, Jenna, I told you to stay by me at all times.”

But Blennie’s actions still loomed large in her mind. They would do that to one of their own?

Yes, dammit, don’t you get it yet? Don’t you understand? They will stop at nothing to halt us.

You said we were safe in the hotel…

If
you stayed with me. How can I protect you if you go wandering off at the first crook of their finger?

I took care of it. He couldn’t touch me.

He shouldn’t have been given the opportunity! You’re too important, Jenna. You’re too valuable. You can’t put yourself in jeopardy like that.

She felt a flare of irritation of her own. “This so-called fate of mine?” To use her powers this way would imply acceptance of her so-called destiny. Well, screw that. She could talk aloud long before she met Rhys and it had served her well enough.

He slammed his hand into the cabinet beside her head, making her jump and the heavy cabinet rock a little. He gripped the top of it with both hands, shutting his eyes, his jaw tight, and shook the cabinet even harder.

“Rhys….” 

He took her face in his hands.  His hands were trembling. There was no gentleness in his hold. “It’s all a game to you, isn’t it? A silly masquerade.”

“I don’t believe in fate.” She spoke the words evenly. Firmly. She knew the answer would act like fuel on a fire, but she would not lie.

“And that is how they will defeat us. Because you will chose freedom over responsibility.”

That stung. “How dare you!”

“I dare, because I know you. I know you. This is who you are, who you have to be. You’re true to yourself, god help us all.” He kissed her and it, too, held no trace of gentleness.

She shoved him away. Hard. But it barely pushed him back a step. “You don’t know me at all.” 

He grabbed her wrists and pushed her back against the cabinet, pinning her with his own body. “I know that I love you.” He pulled her arms above her head and holding them out of harm’s reach. “I love your stubbornness and the way you crave freedom, even as I know they will spell doom for all of us.”

“Shut up!” She tried to haul her hands out of his grip but he held her easily with one hand, while he kept her face steady with the other and plundered her mouth with a kiss that stole as much as it gave. 

She struggled against it, struggled to pull free, even while she knew she was utterly helpless against his strength.

You could use your other strength. Push me aside. His hand slid over the soft paisley covering her breast. 

Use the skills he had shown her against him? Become one like him? “No,” she muttered against his lips. She gasped as his hand pulled the bodice down, freeing her breasts. No, she repeated as his mouth closed around a nipple and searing heat and moisture bathed the sensitive tip. Her arousal was as huge as her fury. It swelled and throbbed in her, making her frantic with need. When his lips touched hers again, she opened up to him, thrusting her tongue inside, duelling with his.

His heavy body against hers was punctuated by his cock, hard and thick against her belly. She pressed her hips forward, the only freedom of movement she had.

He groaned and her hands came free as he bent down to sweep up the hem of her dress, gathering it around her waist. She was naked beneath, except for lace stockings, and the throbbing wetness between her legs. She was ready for him. Quickly she opened his trousers and released his pounding cock and pulled it towards her. “Now.” She hungered for the first hard thrust.

His hands slid around her ass, lifting her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his shoulders and closed her eyes as he pushed inside her. 

There was no pause for appreciation this time.  Rhys thrust hard, fast and each time he rammed into her, her swollen aching clit was kissed by the impact. The cold metal against her back grew slippery with sweat. 

Look at me, he commanded.

She stared into his eyes, watching the half-closed slits, the glittering focus behind the lids. She could drown in that dark sea and be swallowed whole by his will and his world. 

She let herself sink into the pool of pleasure, let her climax roll over her.  She felt joy as Rhys’ orgasm gripped him, shattering his fury and sending his emotions scattering to the four winds, leaving him weak and drained.





  

Chapter Seven
 

Jenna got them back to their suite unseen, checking ahead to make sure the way was clear, until they could slip out into the public corridors once more. Once inside, she helped Rhys undress and coaxed him to bed. She let him wrap himself around her once more.

Even though they were tired, the urge to talk dominated. If they talked, they remained together. Jenna felt Rhys’ need to stay close and empathized, for she wanted him close by, too. It was the end of the evening. Tomorrow, after sleep, they would be facing the solstice. She wanted to put off sleep for as long as possible. 

“Tell me about Taliesin,” Jenna asked at last, when a silence grew too long.

“Why?” His voice vibrated against her back, as well as caressing her ear.

“I want to know how he died. I thought…it might explain you a little better.”

She held her breath, aware of the huge tension that gripped him. After a long moment of rigid silence, he spoke. “He was betrayed by the woman he loved.”

Unasked, he gave her an image: a man, tall in stature, taller in deed, with dark hair and eyes just like Rhys’, watching a slender, beautiful woman with long black hair sing as she played a harp. Even then, he had known Mauren’s weakness, had known that her frailty would bring his death, but because he had loved her, he had accepted it.

All this the small boy had absorbed and later, as a man, had grown to understand…

Jenna sucked in a sharp breath. “You believe I am like Mauren, don’t you? That I will betray you in the end.”

His answer took a long time to come. “It’s as true of temporals as it is of watchers. After binding, the only time a man is vulnerable is through love. A woman draws strength from it, but a man can be defeated because of it.” His lips touched her neck. “And I do love you, Jenny.”

The question she most wanted to ask pressed at her. She hesitated because she wasn’t sure she really wanted the answer. There were some things better left alone, after all. But the need to know pushed her into nudging the thought his way. Taliesin was your father?

She felt his hesitation, a long lifetime of caution kicking his resistance into high gear. It was all the answer she needed and her heart thudded painfully. But she received an answer, too:

I knew I could not lie to you. Forgive me for trying. But it has been a long time since anyone but a few trusted watchers learned that truth.


He was your father. It was more a mental sigh than a properly formed word-thought. Have you lived all these years, or did you jump time somehow?

His answer came as a kaleidoscope jumble of images, a history book flickering across her consciousness in a blur of pages—wars, revolutions, suffering, the rise and fall of governments and civilizations—a cascade that left her breathless. This I have seen, he finished.

She began to tremble. It was true. It was all true. The man who held her now had lived for centuries. She was caught up in something so large it spanned time itself. Who was she to refuse her role in this when Rhys had spent a lifetime—more than a lifetime—at this work?

Rhys turned her over to face him, and she sensed that he did it so that she could see him, see his human-ness. 

“I’m just a man, Jenny.”

“Will I live as long as you?”

“If an enemy does not end your life for you. As a watcher, this gift is yours, too.”

Her trembling grew worse. 

“Then you can die?”

“I can be killed.” Like my father. And she saw the moment of Taliesin’s death as Rhys had seen it: the final confrontation with the band of Celts whom Mauren had refused to believe could betray them, their new Saxon cohorts ranged behind them. And the blow with a Saxon war axe that had taken Taliesin’s life.

Tears stung Jenna’s eyes, spilled down her cheeks.

“Will I be the cause of your death?”

He did not answer, but she could feel his troubled mind searching for words. I do not know, came the answer at last.

* * * * *
 

“It’s along here somewhere,” Rhys muttered. “Although it all looks different with so much snow.” He fought the steering wheel as the car lurched to one side, making Jenna’s stomach roll. 

It was just after ninety-thirty, and the solstice began just in just thirty minutes. Rhys had delayed arriving at the place of the binding until the last minute. “The longer we’re out there, the higher the risk. I’d rather fight my way to the circle than have to fight to stay there. At least we’ll have inertia on our side.”

Jenna bit her lip, and went back to watching the snow-clogged road and the wipers trying inadequately to keep the screen clear. The snow seemed to be driving straight at them through the dark. It was still falling, as it had for three days, in thick, soft flakes that drifted to the ground, undisturbed by any errant breeze. 

The circle Rhys was trying to find didn’t actually exist—not as a physical circle on the ground, although the ancient Britons had marked theirs in that way. The little circles of power radiated out like sun flares along the power lines that ran across the globe.

“The binding circle really just makes whole,” Rhys explained while coaching her that morning. “Anyone can bond—temporals do it all the time and so do watchers. Fields mesh, grow together, and become greater than the whole. But they can still be separated. That’s what happened with you and Kevin.”

Jenna, steadily eating her way through a barbecued trout, put her fork down, her appetite wilting. “The binding circle stops that from happening?”

Rhys reached over and picked up her hands and put them together, sliding her fingers between each other, as if she were about to pray. “Bonding is the joining of fields, like this.” He circled both his hands around hers, holding them together. “My hands are the binding circle.”

She looks down at his hands holding hers together, a unified piece. “Makes it whole.” 

“The circle has protective powers and it can renew and heal. Native North Americans have used them for healing for centuries. The watchers also tap into the power grids formed by the earth’s field.”

“But when a watcher steps into that circle, what happens?”

“It depends on how strong that watcher’s field is.  It also depends on how strong a will the watcher has.  A weak willed watcher with a strong field will end up with a weaker bond than a watcher with a strong will and a weaker field.” 

“Do you often get strong willed men with weak fields?”

“Sometimes.”  Rhys grinned.  “They’re the Kevins of our world.  The almost-non-believers.  They’re stubborn and anal and that’s where they get their strength. Their fields may not be as strong as they are, though.”  He frowned.  “There isn’t as many of them as there are in there are in the normal world.”

Jenna knew he was thinking about Kevin.  She didn’t have to touch his mind to confirm it.  She shifted uncomfortably and moved the conversation on.  “What will happen to me?”

“Whatever you want to happen. At the precise point of the solstice, the conjunction of fields and surges can be overwhelming. If you tap into the field at that point in time, you can do whatever you want. Or so they say.”

“Was does that mean, ‘tap into the field’?”

“You’ll understand better when the time comes.”

“That’s reassuring.  What if I miss the time?  Or the place?  What if I don’t know what to do at the right time, because you haven’t told me?”

Rhys grinned.  “You’ll know.”  

“That’s no answer at all.”  She sat back.

“Are you looking for an instruction manual?  Because there are none.  These laws we are dealing with were bound up with the making of the universe and time, Jenna.  They don’t come with a Cambridge Companion.”

She glared at him. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be?”

Rhys laughed.  It wasn’t a dry laugh.  It was a laugh out loud, that-was-funny laugh.  Jenna stared at him, baffled.

Finally, he sat back and let out a deep, gusty breath.  “I’ve been called a lot of things in my life, but that one has to be possibly the best of them all.”  He leaned forward and kissed her.  It was brief and sweet.  “I don’t have all the answers, Jenna.  I can only tell you what the prophecies say and give you what knowledge my experience provides.  Combined with your growing power, we have to hope that is enough.”

She bit her lip, studying him.  “Hope?” she repeated.  “How can you sound so cheerful when all you have is hope?”

He was smiling again.  “Because hope is a good thing.  Because I am here, now, after such a long time waiting for this moment.  I made it through to you, Jenny, and there were dozens of times when I truly thought I would not—that the world would stagger and fall right along with us.  But I’m here and so are you and the solstice is tomorrow.   All I have for now is hope.”  His smile faded.  “Come tomorrow, I will fight with everything I have left in me to win through for you.  After all this time, to be so close…how could I do anything else?”

Jenna let Rhys draw her into his arms.  His lips touched her temple and she could feel the strength and determination in him, shimmering like water just on the point of boiling.  She tried to take comfort from his faith when the way ahead was so unclear to her.

“You say we’re supposed to be bound,” she asked.  “Is that how it happens? We both step into the circle at the right moment and we’re…fixed? Together?”

“That’s the theory.”  His fingertips traced the line of her jaw.

“But you also say I have to make up my own mind. That I can walk away if I want.”

“You can make that choice.”

“Even though so much depends on me giving in to this?”

He smiled a little. “I’ve been around too long to believe that fate can be dodged, Jenna. All I can do is put you in the right place and let events unroll as they should. I have to play my part.”

Now he peered through the screen, squinting. “There it is. I think.” He turned the car into a narrow space between rows of evergreens wearing thick coats of snow. Beyond the trees the space opened up into a roughly rectangular area. A parking area.

There were no other cars and no tracks Jenna could see in the beams from the headlights. 

Rhys switched off the engine, killed the lights and got out. Jenna climbed down slowly, feeling the crunch of fresh, deep snow beneath her boots. She shivered inside her coat.

“Listen.”

She listened and realized what she was supposed to hear. Nothing. The silence was so complete, she could imagine it feeling this way if she was deaf. There was not a single sound anywhere. Not a tree stirring in a breeze or an animal in the forest beyond the parking area. Nothing. They were far enough out of town to be beyond even the sound of traffic on the highway.

The snow muffled even the echoes of sounds from the mountains rearing up on all sides of them. 

The night wasn’t all that dark, either. Because of the snow covering everything and the low snow clouds overhead, any scrap of light seeping through—from Banff itself, from moonlight behind the clouds, passing cars on the main road a couple of miles away—bounced and echoed from ground to sky, giving everything a ghostly glow. The night sky glowed pinky-brown. Everything appeared quite clear in the same way night-vision glasses filtered everything, without a green tinge to it all. 

“It’s easier to be a believer out here.”

Rhys sighed. “It was all like this once.” 

“What happened?”

“The world got a lot smaller.” He looked at his watch, slogged to the back of the car, opened up the doors and hauled out a big armful of fir boughs. She collected the rest of the pile and shut the doors for him. 

He led her along a wide trail that seemed quite firm underneath the snow swirling about her ankles and calves. In summer the trail probably saw lots of traffic from tourists, but now it lay deserted.

She peered ahead where something even darker loomed in the sepia-dark. “Is that it?”

“Yes, that’s it. Wait, Jenna.” 

She turned back. Rhys pulled out one of the thicker branches from his armful. He held it out at arm’s length, studying it. With a fizz of tinder-dry greenery, the tip of the branch began to burn with a steady flame, just like someone had flicked on a cigarette lighter.

Rhys glanced at her. “One of the older tricks.” He seemed almost apologetic, as if he had been caught boasting.

Jenna caught the drift of his thoughts, though and understood. He didn’t want to alarm her with anything that resembled “magic.” She was already as skittish as a colt.

That stiffened her spine a little. She had never in her life been described as nervous or skittish. Her cool-headedness in tight situations had won the admiration of her team members.

This is a little different. She felt his internal chuckle. He held the torch up high. “There.”

She turned again and moved forward, Rhys following her.

Then she saw it.

In summer it would be a magnificent waterfall gushing out from the mountainside, the wide curtain of water tumbling down to the river below in a long cascade.  This is what would draw the tourists along the wide beaten path from the car park.

Now it hung silent and still, twinkling in the flame from the torch. So that was why Rhys might have used the old-fashioned flame rather than a modern spotlight—the red and yellow flames played across the frozen curtain of water, making it twinkle and glitter with life.

“Oh…!”

“It gets better.”

“No! Don’t tell me…a cave behind the falls?”

“That’s where the circle is.”

“It’s safe?”

“Safe enough for several thousand tourists every year.”

“Great!” She hurried forward.

He caught up with her. “Let me show you how to get there. You have to step across the frozen stream from this angle.”

He led her around to the left of the still curtain and carefully pushed through the snow there. She followed his steps and her boots slipped on hard ice beneath the covering of snow, forcing her to take very small, slow steps. 

He ducked under the curtain and held the flame up for her to see it from beneath. The snow falling on the other side seemed ghostly and large through the ice.

The cave opening lifted high enough to admit a tall man without bending and looked far too regular for a natural cave. It had been smoothed and enlarged for human traffic. Steps rose to the cave floor and that reassured her this was just what Rhys said it was: a tourist attraction that was closed for winter, but perfectly normal just the same.

Reassured, she climbed up to the cave and entered, Rhys just behind her with the comforting flames from the torch.

It was a long tunnel, at first.  A concrete path had been laid down to even out the ground. She strode along the path, feeling a genuine chill from being beneath a mountain. True darkness closed in around her, broken only by the torch. She glanced back at Rhys doubtfully. Behind him she could see the twinkling curtain of ice and the red glow of light beyond. Rhys nodded ahead. “Keep going. Just a little further.”

She saw that just a little way ahead the path curved to the right. At the curve, the tunnel opened up into a large cavern and as Rhys stepped into it with the flaming torch she again caught her breath.

Ice stalactites lined the roof of the cavern—a natural chandelier that bounced and reflected the torchlight a hundredfold, blazing the light back at them. In places the water trickled down to the floor and formed a twisted crystal column.

“You will only ever see the cavern this way in winter. It’s ice, not calcium like true stalactites. The water seeps through from the stream overhead. In summer, it’s just moisture that trickles down the walls. In winter, it becomes beautiful.”

“It is beautiful.”

He led her up the natural stone floor, which sloped up to the center. The footing seemed firm enough, for many feet had brushed it clear of pebbles and debris. As they climbed, the light playing across the ice surfaces changed and moved like a kaleidoscope. It was entrancing.

Rhys left her at the top of the little hillock and climbed back down to one side, where he dropped the branches and brushed off the debris from his coat. He separated out a small portion of the branches, then thrust the torch in his hand into the center of the smaller pile. It blazed up almost instantly.

He picked up a good portion of the remaining bundle and carried them around the hillock, but not all the way across from the first fire.

“Thirds?” Jenna asked.

“Yes.” He lit the second blaze, then climbed up the hill to take her bundle from her and drop it at the halfway point between the first two fires. He added the small portion left of his own bundle and dropped the torch onto it and brushed his hands.

Light sprang up all around them, bouncing off the glittering walls and ceilings. Jenna turned a slow circle, her head titled back to study the roof. 

“Find the center,” Rhys told her.

She reached out with her mind and her hands, feeling the odd inhuman surges around her and moved a little way down the slope to where they seemed to be focused. “Here.”

“Very good.”

She saw movement at the entrance to the cave and drew a sharp breath. “Oh God, Rhys!”

A white wolf with a majestic mane of thick winter fur padded into the cave, followed by two others.

“They’re drawn here. They won’t harm you. Not tonight.”

She watched as the magnificent creatures scouted around the cave, sniffing in various corners. The leader came over to Rhys and pushed his muzzle into the man’s hand. It looked exactly like a domestic dog greeting his master on his return home. Rhys buried his hand into the wolf’s mane and spoke a few quiet words. Jenna couldn’t hear them properly, but she suspected he hadn’t been speaking English.

The wolf sat on his haunches next to Rhys and turned his head to study her. His eyes in the flickering light were black pools with shimmering yellow surfaces.

“Well, well, Avaon…you do turn up in some odd places.” The loud drawl bounced off the ice ceiling with cold echoes.

Rhys swivelled around to look towards the entrance. “Hine.”

The man from the coffee shop stood at the entrance to the cave, another burning torch in his hands. The features she had first catalogued as clean cut and wholesome now appeared to her as passive and brooding. He hadn’t even glanced at her. He watched only Rhys.

“Leave at once,” he told Rhys and his voice seemed to writhe and ripple on the air, almost taking on substance. 

She shivered and took an instinctive step towards Rhys and the protection he offered, but he threw his arm out. “Stay there!” He began to climb the hill towards her.

Hine lifted his head to the ceiling and called out in a language she did not recognize. 

Rhys did though, for he whirled towards the entrance, just as three men raced around the corner from the tunnel, passed Hine. They spread out, heading towards him. They were big men and their dark eyes and expressionless faces unsettled her.

Rhys crouched, his knees bent, as if he were ready to spring. She’d seen the same stance once or twice before, but only during SIA assignments, when action was imminent. No, when physical combat was inevitable. Just like that, the moment had arrived, the one Rhys and she had both been bracing themselves for.

One of the men raced at Rhys with a horrid snarl, his hands spread. Jenna yelped in fright. It was a ruse—the first man’s launch hid the second man who came in behind him, ready to take advantage of Rhys’ distraction while he dealt with the first. But Rhys recognized the gambit. He grabbed the first man’s leading hand and tugged him forward hard—pulling him straight past Rhys to stagger forward with the increased momentum Rhys had given him, while Rhys immediately whipped back to deal with the second man. 

Rhys took a step forward and drove the heel of his hand up under the man’s chin. He wasn’t expecting it. He wasn’t ready for Rhys’ attack. The force of the blow snapped his head back and lifted him off his feet. To lift a grown man clear off the ground that way took immense skill and a perfectly executed technique—it was only in the movies that people went flying through the air on a regular basis.

As the man landed at the feet of the third, who almost tripped in his efforts to not get bowled over, Hine gave a low snarl. It was a truly awful sound coming from a human being. He muttered a few words and pistoned out his own hand, the fingers up, the heel leading, as if he was copying Rhys’ blow.

Rhys was picked up by an invisible hand and flung across the cavern.  He slammed against the cavern wall. The solid, unforgiving sound sickened her, even as she struggled to accept what she had just seen. But she had to accept it. She had seen fire emerge spontaneously, had seen a man pushed another aside with nothing more than his will. Empirical evidence. 

Time to put doubt aside, Jenna. Time to shape a new reality.

She moved down the slope, unable to just stand and watch but unsure what to do.

The wolf sitting at the bottom of the hillock lifted his nose in the air and howled. In the confines of the cave it was a blood-curdling noise.

The three men scrambled back onto their feet and leapt on Rhys as soon as he slithered to the floor. They hauled him to his feet, two of them each holding an arm, the other with a lock around his neck from behind.

Rhys shook his head, like a dog shaking off water, and lifted his chin to glare at Hine. A bloody patch gleamed on his cheek, high up under the eye. 

Before she could react, Hine raced up the slope towards her. His hand snapped around her wrist. He hauled her to him and locked her wrist up high in the center of her back. His other hand, the fingers like pokers, gripped her throat, the index finger and thumb resting on her carotid artery. 

Jenna kept very still. The grip on her throat, should he tighten it but a little, would cut off the blood to her brain and knock her unconscious in about thirty seconds. 

Rhys surged against his restraints as Jenna lifted her chin to give herself more breathing room. 

“You’ve got the wrong one,” he said, breathing heavily. “She is not who you think she is.”

“Extend your senses, Avaon!” Hine replied.  “You know she’s the one. You can feel it just as I can.  Just as any of our people can. You can feel the field coalescing here—it’s what led you here. I watched her make a woman dump a cup of coffee all over her husband because she objected to the way he spoke to her.”

Despite the pressure on her throat, Jenna tried a protest. “No, you’re wrong. That wasn’t me! I was furious about the guy, but I didn’t do anything!”

“And then there’s Blennie,” Hine added. “The poor fool thought he could take on either of you! He got what he deserved. But don’t try to tell me Jessica overpowered him and killed him. She was an even weaker soul than he.”

Jenna tried to shake her head, but Hine’s fingers were hooked into her throat too tightly and she ceased the movement.  “I have no idea what this field thing is, but you’ve got the wrong person,” she told him.  “I’m not that one you’re looking for. Ask Rhys.”

“Why did he come to you, if he wasn’t drawn to you?”

“For heaven’s sake, Rhys and I have worked together on and off for years. He was friends with my partner. We ran into each other and caught up with old times.”

Rhys gave a grimace. “I was warning her to leave town while she could.” 

“No. She’s the one.”

“She’s a temporal,” Rhys insisted. “I’ve known her for years, d’you not think I’d have sensed her potentials by now?” His accent seemed to be growing heavier with every sentence, as if he was growing lax with his speech.

He was concentrating on something else.

Hine pushed Jenna abruptly to one side, sending her staggering down the slope towards the rough wall of the cavern. She threw out her hand to stop her fall and it rammed painfully against the rock. When she turned, Hine had both hands held out to his sides. It looked so much like something melodramatic they’d do in the movies that, contrariwise, it convinced Jenna this was real. Hine uttered words again, foreign words, as he looked at Rhys.

Hine was about to assault Rhys somehow, while Rhys stood helplessly locked in the grip of three men. Was he helpless, though? She had spent days in his company—why hadn’t she asked for specifics? She had no real idea how this worked. She just knew that Hine was about to blast Rhys with something and he made no attempt to defend himself at all. She recognized the look on his face. He was bracing himself for the assault.

“No, Rhys, fight back!” She urged him, even though she knew he would not hear her.

Run, Jenny. Get out, now.

He was going to take the brunt of the attack, to let her get clear. 

Hine launched his assault. Jenna felt the hot, hard surge of thick air that roiled between Hine and Rhys.

“No!” She threw out her hands as if she could reach out and stop the force flying at him.

Rhys took a deep breath, preparing himself.

And the force, the whatever-it-was, halted. Then, in the next breath, it was gone like a puff of air.

Hine lifted his head to the ceiling again and howled in frustration.

Rhys snapped his gaze around to her, his eyes boring into hers, wide and shocked. But only for a second. He glanced at his captors and they went reeling away, staggering, almost punch drunk.

Jenna, come to me! 

Jenna obeyed without thought, skirting the edges of the big center slope, running towards him. Rhys straightened up, staring at Hine. As Jenna reached him, he wrapped one arm about her shoulders and at the same moment Hine threw his hand, heel first, out towards the both of them.

Rhys merely looked at him, apparently impervious. “Not with the two of us, Hine.”

This time Hine snarled, a truly animal sound, more like the wolves sitting watching them than human. Jenna trembled at the noise. 

“Walk out of the cave now,” Rhys whispered to her. “Slowly. Don’t lose contact with me.”

“But the circle! The solstice!”

“We have time. I want to coax them outside where I can deal with them.”

She nodded and headed for the tunnel, feeling him keep pace with her, his arm around her. The three henchmen, even though they now stood, made no effort to come closer to them.

Rhys watched them all the way out of the cave, not losing eye contact with them for a moment. When they stepped into the passage, he finally faced toward the tunnel entrance. 

“You lead. I’m keeping them at bay.”

She led him down the concrete path.

The dim light outside seemed brilliant compared to the passage. She slipped around the ice curtain, sensing now that she led the both of them, that Rhys was pre-occupied and not focused on where they were going. 

As they stepped out onto the ground beyond the stream, a wave of fury wash over her, emanating from the cave. 





  

Chapter Eight
 

Rhys hurried her away from the cave, toward the trees that ringed the little clearing around the frozen stream. He stayed away from the path that led back to the car park, pushing through fresh snow instead, bringing her with him.

He whirled, just as Jenna felt a ripple down her spine. Something was coming out of the cave behind them. 

From the bowls of the earth came the wolf’s cry—a mournful, drawn out sound.

The three men spilled out into the snow, pushing through it toward where they stood at the end of the clearing. Behind the men came Clement Hine. He watched his men’s slow progress across the knee-high field of snow for a moment, then lifted his head and called in the ululating tongue he had used earlier.

Crunching, running footsteps came from the path to the parking area and five more men ran into the clearing, spreading out to circle around them.

“Oh shit…,” Jenna breathed.

“Stay behind me.”

She shook her head. “No, Rhys. I can stop Hine. I did before. That was me, wasn’t it?”

He glanced at her. “Yes.”

“Then you take care of the rest of them. Can you?”

He lifted a single brow. “Do I have a choice?” He turned away before she could answer, to face the approaching men.

Jenna faced Hine as he walked directly towards her. His eyes glittered strangely in the half-light. They glowed almost golden like those of the wolves in the cave. 

Remember he can command elements. 

Hine lifted his hand toward her and pushed. It came at her, a hot ball of air. She pushed back, throwing up a mental wall. This time she did it to protect Rhys rather than herself. 

The force dissipated and Hine nodded as if he had confirmed something. “You’re coming into your full power.” His voice fell flat, out here in the open. “How nice. But no shield you could throw up can stop a physical attack.”

“I’d welcome a physical attack.” It was simple truth. A physical fight would put this into her territory—well-worn ground where she remained master.

The first of the men reached Rhys, who tackled him with a grunt of effort, knocking the man onto his back. The man didn’t get up again. Two more were coming in. Too fast. Instinctively, she shot out her hand, palm first. She felt the surge leap from her and the two men flew backwards, one of them taking out a third coming up behind. They rolled across the snow, but they were not out of the equation completely. She hadn’t put that sort of force into it.

“I hope you know how to multi-task,” Hine called out and she felt him launch another attack. She deflected it quickly, unable to diffuse it completely. 

“Tree!” Rhys cannoned into her, sending her staggering across the snow. Behind her she heard the sharp crack and squealing sound of a falling tree. But Rhys’ shove had pushed her out of the way.

Before she could recover, Hine threw another volley at her and shadowy men leapt over the fallen trunk, rushing at Rhys. She deflected the volley, throwing it straight at the men and they flew aside like bowling pins.

 They were at a stand-off. Hine could keep throwing men or more at them all night, until fatigue set in and they were overcome. But they didn’t have all night. Her internal clock told her they had only a few short minutes left.

Unsure of whether it could work or not, Jenna lifted her hands up high into the air, together, pointing. Through them she pushed a surge, then spread her arms, describing an arc that enveloped the two of them. She turned 360 degrees so it became a hemisphere. A shield. She poured all of her will and determination into it.

Then she watched with detached interest as the man closest to them walked straight into the perimeter of it and fell backwards like he had hit a wall.

Rhys, behind her, spoke quietly. “Watch Hine, Jenna. He will test you. No one has ever been able to do this and his ego won’t allow him defeat.”

“Just try me.” Jenna scowled at Hine. He strode forward, fury radiating from him. Even though the shield she had thrown up was invisible, she knew exactly where it reached. The moment Hine connected with it, she felt the impact, the surge of rage and fury. But he could not take another step forward, because she pushed back, her own anger rising. He was just a bully. The way to deal with bullies was to give them their own medicine back twofold. 

She shoved. Hard.

Hine flew backwards, to sprawl in the snow. He sat up and snarled again. “So be it. I cannot tame you, but I can stop the binding!” He turned and looked towards the frozen waterfall and shot out his hand towards it.

“The cave! No!” Rhys staggered forward through the thigh-high snow.

A dreadful cracking sounded. Crunching, rumbling noise came from higher up the side of the mountain. From the riverbed over the top of the frozen river came an avalanche of ice and snow, broken trees and rocks. It thundered down in front of the cave entrance, bringing down the curtain of ice with it. The vibrations of the fall traveled up through her feet and the displaced air lifted her hair from her neck, ruffling it.

When silence fell again, the cave entrance was completely blocked. 

Hine, propped up on one elbow, laughed loudly. “Even you cannot stop that!”

For a moment all was still in the clearing.  Even Hines’ men paused to stare in awe at the destruction.  

The muffled, eerie silence dropped over them once more.  Then it was broken by a slow, long cracking sound. 

“Ice. The ice,” Rhys looked around. “Where is it?”

“We’re okay.” She watched Hine. Had he seen it? Did he realize his danger?

Hine lay shouting at his men, encouraging them to move in now that Jenna had dropped her shield.  He was totally unaware of the danger.

“Hine!” Jenna called. “Move. You’re on the ice, Hine.”

The cracking, groaning, grinding sound came louder now. 

“Hine!” Jenna rushed forward.

He stopped shouting, looking down at the snow beneath him as it moved. Horror spread across his features, but it was already too late. The ice sheet, separated from all anchors, bobbed about, unbalanced with his weight on it. It tilted just like a tip truck, sliding Clement Hine into the cold waters flowing beneath the ice. He flailed, screaming, but the ice sheet, now back in balance, fell back into place over the top of him like the final piece of a jigsaw puzzle.

Jenna turned away, sickened. A couple of his men ran to where Hine had disappeared, but there would be nothing they could do.

The solstice, Jenny. 

She whirled back to Rhys and saw he was struggling with a solitary figure, the last to offer any resistance. She reached out and brushed the man aside casually and he was flung away. Already she noticed the difference in the surges she pushed out. They were stronger—they pulled through her with an almost pleasurable rush. Rhys had been right.  Much of this was intuitive. She just knew what to do.

Then Rhys fell to his knees in a tired heap and all her confidence evaporated in an instant. She hurried forward, the snow dogging her every step, until she dropped beside him. He leaned on one hand, the other hand clasped to his stomach.

Fear sat like a heavy imp on her chest, and grabbed her throat. She couldn’t speak.

Rhys!!

He lifted his head to look at her. “A bloody knife.” He coughed. “I didn’t see it in the dark, until it was too late.”

He collapsed into the snow.

Her fear leapt high within her. “No, no, no….” She scrambled to roll him over. She sat in the snow and picked him up in her arms.  She caught her breath as the black shadow across the snow was revealed. His blood. She shook him a little.

“Rhys! Stay with me.”

Solstice. You must go.

“I can’t go anywhere now. The cave is blocked.”

Jump.

“I’m not leaving you.”

Have to. I’ve done my job.

Even his mental voice was fading. Sobs tore at her chest. Hot tears burned her cheek. But she ignored it all, as she delved deep with her mind, searching for him.

Stay, Rhys! I need you!

Silence.

She looked around at the three men still standing. They watched her, wary. “Go away!” she screamed at them.

She looked at the cave entrance, wearing its own impenetrable shield of ice. Jump, he’d said. He’d assumed she could do it.

She closed her eyes and thought of the cave while she held Rhys tightly to her. He’d shown her his own jump, the day they’d met. How he’d leaned towards the place, yearned to be there. So she thought of the cave, with longing and despair. She must get Rhys out of this snow, into warmth and light.  Love.

Suddenly she was there, the twinkling light from the ice all around her and Rhys lay in her arms. They were in the center of the circle with the wolves ranged around them.  Jenna held Rhys to her, feeling with her hand for a heartbeat and finding none. 

The solstice was nearly on her. The energy of the field built, swirling like an orgasm rushing at her. She reached out with her mind, searching for Rhys, calling for him.

She felt him echo back. It was enough. She grasped and held on, just as the inhuman surge of the field ripped through her.  It was like a blast of light, or hot air, a call of trumpets.  All of it. From far away, she heard the wolves give voice. She lifted up, up high to float for an endless moment of time, before the surge moved beyond her.

* * * * *
 

Jenna blinked and found she still sat on the hard rock of the cave floor and Rhys still lay in her arms. She wiped at her wet cheeks and sniffed mightily. “Rhys?” she whispered.

I’m here…I’m really here. Amazement flooded him as he grappled with the facts. 

“You told me yourself the circle can heal.”

He reached for his side and probed, then held up his fingers to examine them. Traces of blood from his shirt coloured them, but that was all. “Sure, fevers, sickness…I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a six-inch knife wound being healed.”

“I guess there’s a first for everything.”

He sat up, moving gingerly. “But I have a hell of a headache.” He looked at her. “You did it, Jenny. You brought both of us over.”

She nodded. “I appear to have chosen.”

He cupped her cheek. “You surrendered to your fate.”

“Screw fate. I chose you. And anyway—” She moved her cramped legs.  “Now that I got through the solstice and you got me here, aren’t we done with the fate thing? Neither of us have any more destinies lined up, do we?”

He laughed.  It was a carefree, happy sound.  He sat up properly himself. “Just a long lifetime of trying to keep humans from destroying themselves several times over every time they dream up a new and exotic blend of something or other.”

“Hell, that’s what I’ve been doing for the last ten years.”

He kissed her. “Let’s go home.”

She picked up his hand, not sure if she needed the physical contact or not to make this work and looked at him. “Where is home?” she asked. “For you, I mean?”

“Wherever you are, Jenny.”

* * * * *
 

In his big bed that night, Jenna turned to him. “Doesn’t it bother you that despite your heritage, your upbringing and all your years of experience and wisdom, I come waltzing along and can do more than you have ever been able to achieve?”

Rhys stopped brushing his fingers through her hair. “It would bother me more if you turned your back on those gifts and walked away from the duties they lay upon you.”

“So, the fact that I am more powerful than you isn’t an issue?”

“You’re only more powerful in one respect.” Quickly, surprising her, he flipped her onto her back and anchored her wrists beneath his hands and straddled her, holding her down on the mattress.

“Brute strength,” she told him.  “With the emphasis on ‘brute’.” Never in a million years would she admit that the show of strength made her heart flutter and her belly roll in a weak, feminine way. 

He laughed down at her. “You could toss me across the room if you wanted. Why don’t you?”

“I don’t need to prove a point you’re perfectly aware of.” She tried to sound prim and pissed, but it didn’t work, because her voice become throaty, betraying how much she enjoyed being at his mercy.

He leaned down to nuzzle aside the silk of her nightdress where it lay over her breast, while keeping her arms pinned.  She gasped as his tongue lapped at her nipple and his teeth nipped the tight, hard bud. Hot languorous desire spread through her, and she sighed. He transferred his attention to the other breast, stroking the flesh through the thin silk with his tongue, before bathing the nipple itself. The soft lapping and stroking, the caresses, echoed by the wet fabric stretched over her nipples, soon had her writhing beneath him, her hips pushing into his bare thighs. His cock had hardened and stood at sharp attention and his balls brushed against her abdomen as she moved restlessly beneath him.

Rhys moved slowly backwards and his cock slid over her pussy, a gentle caress. But still he did not let her wrists go. Instead he used his teeth to tug her nightdress up, until the hem fluttered around her waist. Then he trailed his tongue and lips across her abdomen, down to the hair-covered cleft. 

She gasped as he slid his tongue inside her, lapping at her copious juices, before sliding up to her clit and kissing it, making her hips lift. He flicked at the swollen flesh with his tongue and with each stroke, Jenna quivered. Her breath came in dry pants. 

She caught a sense/image from Rhys: his deep pleasure at being able to make her squirm, to feel her writhe beneath him and to make her come.  The joy of feeling her contracting around his cock in endless orgasmic waves.

Yes, now, she told him.

He lifted himself up and slid into her and she gasped again.  She would never tire of the sensation of that first thrust, feeling him slip into her. She gave Rhys that image/feeling.

“I see.” He studied her face as he slowly thrust into her again. “Ah, your face when you are deep in your own pleasure.  You are truly beautiful, and I am truly blessed.”

She gasped as he thrust again. “Not if you linger like that.” Her body trembled around him, desperate for more. 

He teased her with another few, painfully slow thrusts but then even he could no longer dam the flood. Jenna watched his orgasm build and dipped into his mind as it came. He felt the touch and welcomed it by opening himself up to her. She was caught up in the rushing, heated wave of excitement building in him. It tipped her over into her own hard, convulsive climax.  She clenched around his cock, stroking him with the sheath of muscle. Their minds mingled, drowning in pleasure.

I have waited for you forever. And now you are here.

She nodded, hearing the truth in his thoughts and marvelled at how easily she could now accept such an astonishing statement. If I had only known, I, too, would have waited.

You are what you are. Thank god. It was a heartfelt endorsement that warmed her with its sincerity. I think... he continued, his mental voice already slipping towards sleep ... you had to have the life you did before I found you. It would not have worked any other way.

But I have missed years we could have had together! Sadness touched her. All that wasted time! 

But we will have many more, he reminded her. This time, the gods were kind. Cara ‘ch Jenny.

She didn’t need to know Welsh to know what he had said. She was awash in his love and regard…this man who had crossed history for her.
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Eva’s Last Dance – short paranormal romance.



Nearly one hundred years after their last dance together Eva’s long lost love, Edward, makes contact again.  Eva—lonely and a vampire now—can’t resist falling into his arm and under his erotic spell.  She’ll do anything he asks of her now.  



Then the spell is rudely interrupted by human demon hunter Ryan Jefferson, who is on the trail of an incubus.  He sets out to seduce Eva properly in a searing night of dance and passion.  



This dance counts in more ways than one...



This is a short story.  You could enjoy a long coffee and the story for dessert.



__



5 Stars - A super fast read that will fog up your windows, curl your toes and give you those warm fuzzies we all love...A story of love, true love that never dies, a guilty little pleasure and a delightfully delicious scorcher! If I wasn't already a Teal/Tracy Uber fan, I would be now. - Book Junkie





4.5 Stars & Reviewer Top Pick - An endearing love story with mystery and lots of steamy bedroom scenes. The love that Eva and Ryan start to feel for each other is timeless. - Night Owl Romance Reviews



4 Stars - This story I'll recommend to all my friends. From the outset, I was intrigued. If you want a read that's not the norm and totally engaging, then you need to read Eva's Last Dance. -  Whipped Cream Erotic Romance Reviews



A fantastic story that tugs at the heart-strings. I truly enjoyed this book. If you are looking for a hot and sweet paranormal, this is the way to go. - I Do Not Want To Wait, I Want The Book Now.



__



WARNING:  This book contains a hot hero and sexy heroine, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language.
 It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes, anal sex and the use of sex toys.  Don't proceed beyond this point if hot love scenes offend you.
 No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel, but one gargoyle did met a dusty ending.





Eva’s Last Dance is now available.   
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Bannockburn Binding - Book 1 of the Beloved Bloody Time series.

In the early 23rd Century, vampires learned how to travel back in time, and created a time-tsunami that threatened life as we know it, until they corrected their mistake.  They created the Chronometric Conservation Agency, which is tasked with preserving history and therefore protecting humanity’s future.  The Touring arm of the Agency offers trips back into the real past, with vampire guides, called travelers.

When Natalia (Tally) Marta, vampire and traveler, takes her client to visit the siege of Stirling Castle in 1314, she is caught and held hostage for ransom by Robert MacKenzie, a Bruce clansman.  Rob finds himself drawn to the wilful, stubborn and very different English lady he has captured and the relationship becomes an intimate, highly-charged sexual pairing.  Swiftly, Tally and Rob realize their bond is more than sexual, that the emotions stirring their hearts are true.

Christian Lee Hamilton, vampire, one of the last true southern gentlemen, and Tally’s ex-lover, knows the 1314 time marker enough to jump back and help Tally return home. His arrival at Bannockburn adds complications, for Christian finds himself drawn to Rob MacKenzie as much as Tally is.  But neither of them can stay in the past forever.  To do so means certain death.

Click here to buy Bannockburn Binding

_____________



  

Kiss Across Time, Book 1 of the Kiss Across Time Series

A single kiss can change more than one life…or two.



Taylor Yates is fired for insisting the 5th Century Arthurian poet, Inigo Domhnall, existed. When she hears Domhnall’s lyrics in a death metal song, she engineers a meeting with lead singer, Brody Gallagher. An unintended kiss sends them spinning back to the poet’s time, when Saxons were pillaging King Arthur’s Britain.  



Brody’s all for kissing her again.  More, he wants her to kiss his friend and lover, Veris, to see what will happen.  When Veris’ kiss sends them back to the time of the Vikings neither man is willing to let Taylor simply walk out of their lives.



But Brody and Veris are more than lovers and sexual playmates, as Taylor learns when they investigate the kisses that send them across time.  The secrets they share have the power to completely alter her life.



Warning:  This story features two super hot alpha vampire heroes, multiple sex scenes, including anal sex, MM sexual play, and MMF sex.  Do not read this book if frank sexual language and sex scenes offend you.

The time-space continuum was restored to order at the end of this book.  Promise.

This is the first book in the Kiss Across Time Series
 Book 1:  Kiss Across Time
 Book 2:  Kiss Across Swords (Released June 1)
 Book 3:  Kiss Across Chains (Released July 1)

__

[She] has created characters that are engaging, unpredictable, outrageously funny and down-right appealing to readers who will steal their hearts.  Shannon for The Romance Studio

I think you’ll be as entertained and affected by the chemistry between the characters as I was. A fast-moving romance that spanned several lifetimes and included a paranormal aspect that was a fun and totally unexpected surprise.  Honeysuckle for Whipped Cream Erotic Romance Reviews

This was a great story with wonderful and surprising plot twists. The chemistry between the three is tangible.  Stacey Krug for Siren Book Reviews

Paranormal erotic romance doesn’t get any more creative than [this].  Chris for Romance Junkies

Click here to buy Kiss Across Time
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