LAST MAGICAL GIRL

==================

“It’s magic!” Simon declared with a grin and a flourish.

“Aw, he hid the card up his sleeve,” one of the audience members protested.

Simon fought back the urge to grimace.  That was the trouble with performing at kids’ birthday parties, there were always a few youthful hecklers in the audience.  At least he knew how to handle them by this point.  “And so we have our next volunteer,” he declared, gesturing at the boy.

“Hey, no way, I’m not helping you!”

Simon blinked back innocently.  “I just need someone with a keen eye to assist for this next trick, but if you think there’s someone else here more qualified…”

It was the kid’s turn to grimace, and he glanced around at his peers, presumably weighing the options Simon had presented – that of helping, versus admitting he didn’t have the keenest eye.  “Fine,” he concluded, standing up.

“Big hand for our volunteer!”  There was some weak applause.  A few of them, the birthday boy included, were obviously just biding their time until there was cake and presents.  Oh well, Simon himself was only about twenty years older than the group, and could still remember what that was like.  “And your name is?” the magician continued doggedly.

“Jim,” the critic replied shortly.

“Okay Jim.”  Simon reached into his case for his next props.  “So what I have here is three cups and a ball, feel free to examine those while I roll up my sleeves for you.”

Jim scrutinized the materials, but of course they both knew there was no way the trick would be that easy to figure out.  He shrugged and put them on the table.  “Right,” Simon concluded.  “So we stack the cups this way, putting the ball in the middle of these first two cups thusly, but of course if you tap on the top of the stack, which is the bottom of the third cup…”  He paused briefly as Jim complied, then tipped the stack over.  “We see that the ball has in fact fallen through to the bottom.”

Jim grimaced again, obviously now upset at having missed the slight of hand.  “We’ll do that again though,” Simon continued quickly.  “Stacking the second cup on the first and this time the ball goes between the second and third so if we now have two taps…”  Again a pause, and again Jim complied.  “Which lets us see once again that the ball is under the stack.”

“You’ve got more than one of those!” Jim concluded.  Incorrect, but points for tenacity, Simon supposed.

Simon pulled the stack of cups apart, showing that there was no other ball, remarking, “Alas, I’m only a part time magician and can’t afford two of them.”

A few of the other party guests snickered now, and Jim shot a look at one of them.  “You sir,” Simon said, quickly indicating the boy Jim had indicated.  “What’s your name?”

“Me?”  The object of their sudden interest glanced behind himself briefly, then back to the front.  “Mark.”

Another thing Simon had learned by experience was that, if you destroyed the credit of one volunteer too much, such that he lost face in the eyes of his peers, more problems could result.  Here was the countermove.  “From there then, Mark, perhaps you can help us out, I place the ball under once of the cups and shuffle them around on the table.  Now, which one is it under, one, two or three?”

Mark looked skeptical.  “Three.”

“Jim, do you agree?”

Jim eyed the cups uncertainly.  “Um, sure.”

That threw Simon momentarily.  He would have expected Jim to pick a different cup out of spite, but apparently the kid was no longer feeling as cocky as he was before.  Now, since he hadn’t chosen differently, Simon couldn’t make Jim correct, and Mark wrong.  Still, Simon could roll with this.  “Correct,” he concluded, tipping over that cup.  “However, by putting the ball back under this cup and shuffling them around this way… now, Mark?”

“One,” Mark stated.

This time, Simon didn’t even ask Jim.  “Ah, well, no,” he declared, showing that there was nothing beneath the first cup.  “In fact, we now see the ball is gone completely…” – which he showed by tipping over all the cups –  “Because Jim has hidden it inside his shirt pocket.”  Simon pulled it out.  Handy that parents still usually made kids dress up a bit for parties, making the pocket available.  Simon tossed the ball from one hand to the other, then put it away.  “Big hand for Jim, everyone!”

Again, a smattering of applause, and Simon gestured for Jim to resume his seat.  Probably high time he wrapped this whole thing up though, they seemed to be getting more and more restless.  So he pulled the birthday boy up, did his trick with the disappearing coins, then brought the quarter back and gave it to him.  “And happy birthday,” Simon finished.  “I’m Simon Black, and this has been… Black Magic!”

A few of them actually applauded without direct prompting there, though whether it was for the act itself or the fact that it was over, Simon couldn’t say.  Nor particularly care.  As the party proceeded off the back deck of the house and returned inside at the urgings of the birthday boy’s mother, the child’s father came over to him, pulling out his wallet.

“Nicely done,” the man said.  “Do you do business meetings?  Might help liven things up a bit there.”

Simon offered up a wan smile.  “No, I, uh, find that youth are easier to distract and misdirect.”

He got a chuckle in response, as his pay was handed over.  “You’re welcome to stay for some cake too, you know.”

“No, that’s fine.  I’m actually meeting with a friend soon,” Simon said.  He turned away, then quickly looked back, worried that had been too abrupt.  “But thanks anyway.  Hope the rest of the celebration goes well.”

The father grinned.  “As long as we keep their sugar intake down, it should.”

A couple more uncertain pleasantries later, and Simon was headed for the bus stop down the street.  He had elected not to drive today, as it was always difficult to find a parking spot at Keith’s place… his friend’s condominium didn’t have much in the way of visitor parking, and added to that, it was close enough to downtown to make street parking unavailable, or too pricy.  Factor in the impending rush hour traffic, and it really wasn’t worth the hassle.  Not that there was a lot of rush hour in the town, but it was compounded somewhat owing to the people returning from work in New York City.  Why they liked to live here and commute that distance made no sense to Simon.  Wouldn’t it save time to move closer?

“Then again, I’m still hanging around here after thirty years,” Simon muttered to himself under his breath.  Twenty-nine years, he then mentally corrected himself – he wouldn’t be thirty for almost a month yet.

Checking the bus schedule and seeing that he had at least a ten minute wait, Simon sat on the bench, stuffed his magician’s cape back inside his case, then pulled out the small portfolio he kept there, riffling through the pages to look for that all important letter.  The magical three hundred year old letter.

Of course, he came across his resume first, and couldn’t prevent himself from taking a moment to glance over it once more with a grimace.  The Bachelor of Arts degree had really taken him far, hadn’t it?  Three years working in retail, only to be fired when the recession hit.  Nothing full time for almost a year now.

“Still, I’m not taking a course in technologies,” Simon declared, speaking aloud, as if that would make the statement carry more weight.  He hated computers.  Well, no… that wasn’t really true.  He hated society’s dependence on them, and how they seemed to suck away a person’s imagination.

“Excuse me, do you know when the next bus is coming by?”

Simon glanced up to see a young woman smiling tentatively at him.  “Ah, about ten minutes.  Seven minutes,” he corrected himself, realizing that he’d lost almost three minutes in his mental musing.  He wondered whether she had heard him speaking to himself a moment ago.

“Thank you,” the woman said, sitting down on the bench next to him.  There had been no need, of course, to specify which bus – only one route serviced this stop.

Simon glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.  She was pretty. Maybe a year or two younger than him.  Brown hair, slightly more than shoulder length, wearing a dress with a floral print that was off her arms and came down to her knees.  He mentally checked his own appearance.  Mussed up brown hair, wearing a button up shirt with a bow tie and pants; at least he’d put the cape away.  Not bad, perhaps.

However, he never knew how to handle conversational openings, and his few past relationships had usually failed due to a lack of his ability to communicate.  How was it, Simon wondered for the hundredth time, that he could deliver patter on stage to a crowd of a couple dozen, yet words failed him when the dialogue was one on one?  With a sigh, he resumed his search for the letter.

“I’m just heading to the store for some groceries.  My name’s Emily.”

Simon glanced back up.  Oh dear, she was looking right at him, and talking to him anyway...  “Uh, Simon,” he answered, then coughed slightly.  “Hi.”  Why was he so lousy at first impressions?

“Nice to meet you.”

“Um, yeah.”  Now what?  Ask about her groceries?

“You headed anywhere in particular?”

At least she was willing to lead the conversation.  “No, well, just to Keith’s place.  That is, my friend’s place.  Keith, he’s my friend.”

Emily smiled back at him, which at least helped Simon to think he wasn’t acting like a total fool at this point.  “You always dress up so nice for your friend?”

“What?  Oh, you mean the tie and… no, I was just… performing.  I do magic.”

Emily seemed to perk a bit.  “Really?  I’ve always wanted to be able to do magic.”

“Yes, well, it’s not real magic, it’s just slight of hand and misdirection and that sort of thing,” Simon clarified.  “I only say it’s magic to impress the kids.”

The brunette smiled at him again.  “Kind of figured.  It’s not like there are real magic lamps out there granting wishes.”

“Oh.  Right.”  Though if his letter was to be believed, there really were other more active forms of magic in existence… and now, Simon thought he finally had a way to track one of them down!  As long as Keith could help him out, by this time tomorrow he might be on a plane to… oh, damn, he’d tuned out her reply.  “Sorry, what?” Simon asked his companion sheepishly.

“I said it would be nice if there were.”

Simon blinked.  “If there were…?”

“Actual magic lamps.  I’m sorry, I’m obviously disturbing you… go back to whatever you were doing.”

“No, no, I just…”  Suck at talking to people.  “In fact, I have this letter from a magical girl who lived three hundred years ago that I’m trying to decode with Keith’s help,” Simon blurted, in a desperate bid to continue the conversation.

Emily’s eyebrow rose slightly.  “I see.”

“I found it in my uncle’s attic, see, and… it’s… nevermind.” Simon concluded, noting her increasingly uncertain expression, and deciding to quit while he was ahead.  He dropped his gaze back into his lap, and after a couple of seconds of watching out of the corner of his eye, he saw Emily’s attention wander to the other side of the street.  Brilliant.  Just… brilliant.  No longer feeling like shuffling through his papers, Simon focused on the movements of a small caterpillar on the ground until the bus showed up.

It was about half full.  Simon got on first.  He sat down with an available seat next to him, wondering vaguely if Emily would choose to take it, but she continued on further to the back.  No surprise.  Exhaling, he looked out the window at the scenery as they pulled out.  He wasn’t crazy though.  At least, not about this.

He fished his portfolio back out of his case, and finally flipped through it to the letter.  He had placed it into a plastic sleeve for safekeeping – both because it was so old, and because he had this tendency to constantly reread the thing.  He’d made a copy for that reason, certainly, but some aspects of it simply required the original.  His eyes scanned down the page yet again.

“To whomsoever this finds,” (it read) “Salem be not the place for magic, let alone one who ist a magical girl.  I affect mine departure into blue skies, to where I shall not age, expecting of a time when the blue earth be truly ready.  Seek me there, mine prince.”  It was signed Rebekah Spelling, and dated April 1691.  There were also a number of doodles around the border, including a six pointed star next to the name.

Simon had found the letter wedged in the back of a trunk in his uncle’s attic, in Massachusetts, about two years ago.  Everything about it had seemed genuine, not that there would have been any reason for his uncle to fake something of this sort.  At the time, Simon had wondered if it related to an ancestor in their family tree, but it turned out that the house itself had been in their family for only two generations, and there had been no success in tracing it back much further.  In fact, the closest Simon had come to linking the letter to ANYTHING in history was that there seemed to have been a family with the last name of Spelling that lived in the vicinity of Salem at the end of the seventeenth century.  Around the time of the Salem Witch Trials.

Really, that should have been it, end of story.  Yet there had been something about the letter that Simon couldn’t set aside.  The mystery of it, with the hint of actual magic as well.  So, rather than present both pages (for there had been a blank one accompanying the letter) to any historical society, he had kept them, in the hopes that there might be some way to magically decipher their meaning.  He did believe in magic, after all.  Not the garden variety slight of hand that he had learned himself, or the supposedly magical things that technology let you do these days, but in real magic.

Which wasn’t the way magic got depicted in the movies these days either, not with their waving of wands and shouting of catch phrases.  Real magic, it was more subtle than that.  Something more cosmic, the sort of thing you could tap into only at certain times… times when you, or perhaps the universe, was prepared to allow access to it.  Simon liked to classify himself a bit as a dreamer in that sense, rather than naïve.  Of course, Keith simply called it nutty.  But then Keith had his own quirks, to be sure.

Simon rested his chin on his hands as he shifted attention back out the window of the bus.  So, this Rebekah Spelling – or Becky, as he’d started to refer to her – had she discovered how to tap into those cosmic forces?  Was that what she meant by calling herself a magical girl?  He hoped to be able to ask her himself soon.  After all, he had always felt like the blank page which had accompanied the letter had meant to be some sort of road map to her location.  It had only been three days ago, after he’d had that dream, when he’d finally figured out how to…

A scream brought Simon back out of his thoughts.  He crammed the letter back into the portfolio and shoved it back into the case, before turning to see what the problem was.  It became apparent pretty quickly.

“The Disease, she has the Disease!” a woman was screaming, trying to push her way forwards from the back of the bus, amid about a half dozen other people who were equally trying to get away.  “Stop the bus!”

“She’s right!”

“Let us out!”

“I’m too young to die!”

“Stop, get me out of here!”

In mere moments, the rather sedate bus ride had turned into a madhouse.  To the bus driver’s credit, he managed to pull over safely to the side of the road even as everyone started standing up and shrieking.  Simon, for his part, stayed seated and quiet, though his heart was racing, and he did twist his head about to try and see who the person was at the back of the bus that had instigated the whole thing.  He saw a hint of a floral print dress as a man shoved an individual back down onto the floor.  Oh, hell.  Emily?

The bus came to a full stop and the doors opened, allowing the frantic passengers to pour out.  Once he was certain he wasn’t about to be knocked aside, Simon stood.  But he didn’t run forward along with the rest of them.  After all, the virus, or whatever it was, had of late become airborne, so it was more than likely that they’d all been exposed to it by now anyway.  Exposure didn’t automatically mean you’d catch it; something about it having a very short life span.  Ironic, really.

Simon took a step towards the back of the bus.  He ignored the little voice inside his head that reminded how continued exposure in a confined space was still the height of recklessness, quashing it by using the knowledge that the disease attacked females at a much higher frequency than males.  Along with the awareness that this wasn’t exactly his first exposure to it.

As the last person rushed by, he got a clear view of the person on the floor.  “Emily?” he called out.

She pulled herself back up by using one of the metal poles on the bus.  Simon flinched, despite himself.  The woman who had, less than half an hour ago, appeared to be a couple of years younger than him… now had the appearance of someone almost twice his age.  The disease had hit her hard, and fast.

“I… I don’t… understand…” Emily choked out, sounding as old as she looked.  “Just… heading to the store…”

“Lie still,” Simon advised her.  “One of those panicky people has probably already called the authorities, they’ll get you to a hospital.  Best not to try to follow everyone out, they’re liable to hurt you out of fear – is there anyone you’d like me to call?”  He fished in his pocket for his iPhone.

“I… call?”

“Family at home, friends?” Simon prompted.  He swallowed.  “Boyfriend?”

“N-No… I live alone… d-don’t… have…”  Her legs almost gave out as she fully boosted herself up, and she sank back into one of the seats on the bus.  The accelerated aging couldn’t be good on the joints.

“Okay.”  Just as well, really – Simon disliked using his portable phone (the current version of which had actually been a gift from Keith), and usually kept it off.  If anyone wanted to reach him, they could damn well leave a message.  He wasn’t about to be at anyone’s beck and call due to technology.

He shot a quick look out the window.  “I’m going to have to go then, or they’ll detain me too.  Just take deep breaths and give your body time to adjust.  Then they’ll get you to the hospital, and everything will be alright.”

They both knew it was a lie.  It was rare for the disease to manifest itself only once after the initial attack.  Emily might have weeks, but it might be only hours before she was suddenly aged another thirty years in thirty seconds.  Still, what more was there to say, really?  Enjoy your last days on Earth?  Simon turned away and headed for the front of the bus.

“Wh… Why did you stay?” Emily choked out.  “Because we spoke… at the bus stop?”

Simon glanced back.  He found he couldn’t meet her gaze.  “That… and I once saw someone else succumb to this illness.  I know it’s not your fault, and it’s probably nothing you did.”  He swallowed again, trying to dispel the lump in his throat.  “I hope you make it.”

“Did… did she?”

The use of the female pronoun to refer to the ‘someone else’ was, of course, correct – and there had obviously been a better than fifty percent chance – but Simon didn’t want to call up those memories, not now.  Besides, once again, they both knew what the truth had to be.  So Simon hurried out of the bus without saying anything more, and despite a couple of people shouting at him, wondering why he had delayed, the young magician found himself able to push through the throng and lose himself in a nearby park.

***

Keith Kolsov’s condo apartment was on the sixth floor, and the elevator seemed to be out of service.  “Great,” Simon grumbled.  “Way to make my day even worse.”

Keith was just a year older than Simon; in fact, the two of them had met in college, at a techno-phobics meeting.  Simon had thought the meeting was about a fear of technology taking over society.  Keith had thought the meeting was about a fear of the government using technology to spy on you.  Apparently though, the original intention of the meeting had been for people who were scared of their computers and microwaves, so after Keith gave the group some advice about properly publicizing their events, he and Simon left to get a beer together.  They’d continued associating from that time on.

Simon had originally wondered whether Keith’s distrust of the American government stemmed somehow from his Russian background.  But he quickly learned that Keith didn’t actually trust any of the governments out there.  And while Keith’s concerns often toed across the line of outright paranoia, he had proven to be a valuable friend.  For while Simon’s dislike of technology manifested itself in his constant attempts to avoid using it, Keith’s distrust moved him to learn everything he could about it.  He even worked as a computer programmer.  “It’s very deep infiltration,” was Keith’s explanation.

Simon slapped his palm against Keith’s door as he reached it, feeling too winded to even knock properly.  It was not so much the trek up the stairs, as the fact that he’d also had to jog several blocks to get here, from the bus he’d actually ended up taking.  He’d caught it on the far side of the park, hoping that when he’d boarded he looked better than he felt after the whole Emily experience.  After all, it wouldn’t do for people to suspect him of wrongdoing, or attribute him getting on that first bus at the same time as the victim to be anything other than coincidence.

He slapped his palm against the door again.  This time, it opened a crack, enough for the man inside to peer at Simon over the safety chain.  Then the door closed, and fully opened.  “You know,” Simon remarked, finding his breath.  “You buzzed me in.  Who else would it be?”

“You’re late,” Keith pointed out.

“Your elevator’s busted.”

“I mean in general,” Keith countered.  He ran a palm back over his blonde hair to smooth it, though his T-shirt and jeans remained somewhat rumpled, as if he had slept in them the night before.  “You said you’d be here almost a half hour ago.  Your birthday group request an encore?  Or were you taken in by the police and given orders to bug my place?”

Simon set his case down by the door as Keith relocked it.  “You know, I’m never sure if you’re kidding or not.”

“Da.  Me neither.”

“Oh, knock off the silly accent too,” Simon sighed, heading for the nearest chair.  “I’m not in the mood.  Because if you must know, I’m late because there was a case of the disease on the bus.”  The nearest chair seemed to have a mostly empty pizza box in it, foiling his plan to sit.  At least he’d noticed before making the attempt.

Keith turned back to him and blinked.  “What, you mean…”  Simon nodded in response.  “Someone got the shakes and the aging and…”  Simon continued nodding.  “Damn.  That’s, like, five in the last month.”

“Yup.  Big news here, a footnote in more populated areas,” Simon sighed.  The next available seating area seemed to have a box of half-eaten Chinese takeout sitting on it.  Frowning, Simon took a moment to scan the apartment.

Keith’s condo wasn’t that large; kitchen off to the side by the door, followed by a larger living area, and two doors leading to the bedroom and bathroom respectively.  Thing was, it was made to seem even smaller, owing to all the clutter.  Two computer workstations, including printer and scanner for one, television on a cabinet containing speakers and more electronics equipment as well as random movies, a stack of boxes in the corner Keith had never unpacked, a small dining room table jammed up against them, with some chairs shoved beneath it, an easy chair across the room, a small couch, two bookshelves, an old radio/CD player, the remaining floor space having some random papers and clothes strewn about them… and the latest addition of multiple take out boxes.

“Have you been outside at all yet this weekend?” Simon questioned.

“Nah.  Busy with this coding problem, been ordering in.  How’d you guess?  You actually spying on me?”

Simon rolled his eyes.  “Of course!  Alternatively, it was elementary, my dear Watson.  Can I move this box and sit down?”

“Oh, sure.  Yeah, sorry about that.  I was going to tidy up after I made dinner.”

“Uh huh.”

As Simon moved the pizza box to the floor and sat down on the easy chair, Keith walked past him to sit in the small wheeled chair at his computer desk.  “So, you gonna be okay then?  I mean, this makes twice that you’ve seen someone succumb in person…”

Simon waved his hand dismissively in the air.  “This wasn’t as personal.  I’ll be fine, it’s… let’s just not talk about it.”

“Alright.”  The two of them sat in silence for a few moments before Keith finally spoke again.  “So, what DO you want to talk about then, man?  I mean, you were the one who wanted to come over here…”

“Right!” Simon realized, sitting back up and jabbing his index finger forwards.  “The letter!”  He rose and went back to his case for his portfolio.

“Letter?  You get some kinda job acceptance or… wait, no.  Don’t tell me this is what I think it is.”

“Becky’s letter,” Simon affirmed, pulling it out.

Keith sighed.  “Damn it, Simon, I thought we’d finally put that nuttiness aside.  There’s no such thing as magic, no way this gal knew magic, and even if there was, and she did, no way is she still alive after three centuries!”

“No, listen.  I’ve figured out the map!”

“The blank sheet of paper.  Really.”

Simon nodded enthusiastically.  “It came to me in a dream last Thursday night.  It’s so obvious, really, I’m not sure why it didn’t occur to me before…”  He reached back into his case, shoving a few of his magical props aside to pull out a small flashlight.  “Remember the use of the word blue in the letter?”

Keith threw up his hands in resignation.  “Yeah, fine, something about blue skies and waters.”

“Sky and earth.”  Simon walked over, placing the blank sheet, still in its protective sleeve, onto Keith’s desk.  “Blue light,” he noted, holding up the flashlight so that his friend could see the filter that had been placed overtop of the lens.  He then shone the light down onto the page.  The hints of a drawn map became visible where the light struck the page.

Keith suddenly sat up in interest.  “Whoa.  Hold on, how’s that work?”

“Not altogether sure.  Magic maybe!”  Simon grinned.  “Mind if I switch off your interior lights?  Makes it a little easier to see.”  Keith gestured towards the light switch, and Simon headed for it; Keith also went over to pull his curtains shut and switched off his computer monitor.

“So, you’re saying you had a blue filtered dream?”

“Something like that, I suppose.  It was… odd.  I only remembered snatches of it, but there was the map, and Becky’s six pointed star, and a wash of blue… that’s what gave me the idea, you see.  I think I even saw her!  She has brown hair!”

“Riiiight.  Sorry I asked.”  Keith resumed scrutiny of the rudimentary map as Simon reilluminated his flashlight.

“So, what do you make of it?” Simon asked.  “There’s two things that jump out at me.”

Keith rubbed his chin.  “Well, you’ve got your six pointed star in the corner again.  This time slightly angled, with some numbers underneath it.  Password?”

“Maybe.  See the other thing?”

Keith frowned.  “Um, I dunno.  Pretty sparse sketch overall, I guess that’s a river, that could be a church…”

“And I think that in the middle is my uncle’s house.  Where I found the letter.  The landmarks match.  Sort of,” he amended.  “I think the church burned down a century ago.”

Simon’s friend let out a low whistle.  “That could be.  I mean, haven’t been to this place myself, but from what you’ve said, and in the context we’ve got, it would make sense.”  He glanced up.  “Hate to say it, but that’s really good detective work.  Too bad you’re using it to investigate dead people, rather than figure out the most likely sites for government surveillance equipment…”

“Hey.  My obsession today, not yours,” Simon countered.  “Which brings me to the reason for my visit.”  He pointed at the middle of the map.  “I need you to use your technological know how to work out a scale, based on the house and its surroundings, then extend out from the centre in the direction the star is pointing – I make it roughly northwest – for as many units as is specified in those numbers beneath it.”

“Units?  What, do you think it was measured in feet, miles, cubits…?”

“I’m not sure, that’s why I’m hoping you can use the computer to run a few likely scenarios.”

“…Right.  Well, bit of a challenge.”  Keith looked up and grinned, seeming a bit eerie in the blue light of the room.  “I like that,” he finished, cracking his knuckles before reaching over and turning his computer back on.  “Though dare I ask what’s keeping you from going to the library and handling this by using an atlas, in your wonderfully backwards low tech way?”

“Time,” Simon sighed.  He dropped the flashlight onto the desk for Keith to use, the room now vaguely illuminated by the light from the computer monitor.  “I know tech will make this a lot faster, and today was my last magician gig for two weeks.  I’d like to spend the time I have following this lead up, rather than researching.”

“…or taking a computer course and getting a well paying job in mainstream society…”

Simon smacked Keith’s shoulder.  “I’m not going to work for the sake of work!  I have to be doing something I enjoy.  Anyway, stop implying that I live like a Mennonite, it’s not like I’ve cut technology or computers out of my life.  I have a laptop, and an iPhone.”

“One which you got for school, the other I gave to you and you rarely use it… but yes, sorry, you’re not a Mennonite.  You’re a Luddite.”

Simon threw his hands up in the air.  “Always extremes with you.”  He watched as Keith pulled up a web browser and began typing.  “Anything I can do to help?”

“Turn the lights back on,” Keith suggested.  “Bad for my eyes in the dark, and I don’t need to be staring at the map the whole time.”

“Sure.”  Simon headed over to the switch, eyeing the disarray of the apartment again after flicking it.  “Shall I maybe tidy up a bit while you’re occupied?”

“No, don’t do that!” Keith protested, spinning his chair back around.  “I know where everything is!  You could start some dinner though, if you like… you want to stay for dinner?”

Simon shrugged.  “I guess.  What did you have in mind?”

“Beats me.  Whatever you make?  I did go shopping on Friday.”

“Uh huh.”  Simon headed into the kitchen area, which was relatively clean by comparison.  Well, that made sense, as Keith often ate out, or ordered in.  At Simon’s insistence though, his friend had picked up a few basic spices – which he suspected only got used when he came over.  “So how long do you think this computer program is going to take you?” he wondered, as he took inventory.

“Not long to put together,” Keith called back.  “Longer to track results, but should have something before you leave.  That is, based on the assumption you’re going to take the time to make one of your nice casseroles, as opposed to using the evil microwave.”

“You know Keith, you’ve got to learn how to cook sometime!  Aren’t you worried about what the government’s putting into food preserves?”

“Hey, don’t even joke about that!  You know I’m a careful shopper.”

Simon chuckled to himself as he completed his analysis of the contents for the fridge and cupboards.  There were enough vegetables that he managed to produce an omelet along with some rice and mushroom.  By the time he was finished, Keith had stated he’d completed the majority of the work on Simon’s request, and had briefly gone back to his coding issues.  “Go ahead and start eating without me,” he suggested.  “I’ll catch up.”

“Mind if I turn on the television?”

Keith shrugged.  Given the indifference, Simon took his plate to the couch, flicked the TV on, and flipped quickly through the channels.  The top choices seemed to be a documentary on wildcats, a rerun of some incarnation of Star Trek, and the start of a local news program.  He opted to see if there was any good news.

“But first, our top story,” the female newscaster stated.  “Another instance of the Aging Disease occurred late this afternoon on a local bus.”

Of course that’s the lead, Simon thought.  He almost changed the channel, but they flashed up a picture of Emily in the corner of the screen, and he found himself wondering about her condition.  “The victim was Emily Williams, who had been renting an apartment on Floral Crescent.  In the span of under a minute, she was aged from how she appears here…”  A second image bumpered in next to the original.  The first had to have been archival, or from some piece of her ID; this second would have been taken at the hospital.  “…to this.”   Simon grimaced.  Was it really necessary to show her in that state?

“As usual, she had no connection to the victim from six days ago, Joe Phillips, who succumbed in a local bookstore.  However, there were no additional injuries reported during this incident, as the bus driver reacted swiftly to bring the bus to a safe stop, and then evacuate it in an orderly fashion.”  Simon snorted.  “Little is known about Emily, as she apparently has no immediate family in the area.  Authorities are, however, hoping they might be able to get additional information from a man who apparently boarded the bus along with her, then stayed behind to speak with the victim briefly after the onset of…”  Simon grabbed the remote.

“Captain.  Incoming message from Mintaka III.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant, on screen.”  Captain Picard turned to face the viewscreen.

“Hey, hey, go back to the news,” Keith protested.  Simon jumped a bit, not having heard his friend’s approach.

“It’s just disease talk,” he protested weakly.

“Simon…”

A bit sheepishly, Simon hit the last channel button on the remote.  “…stable condition.  The aging sickness has, of course, been a hot button topic of late, as plans for the health care bill have been put on indefinite hiatus pending more information about this apparently new airborne strain.  In the last three months alone, instances of the disease have become more prevalent not only in America, but throughout the world.  The first recorded instance of its appearance occurred in 1985.”  The reporter flipped a sheet of paper over on her desk.  “In other news, a big fundraiser is now underway by a junior high school…”

“Well, that’s a lie,” Keith remarked offhandedly.  “The government only wants you to THINK that was the first case, it’s been around longer than that.”

“Yes,” Simon said sagely.  “A plan by the Russians to wipe us out, gone horribly awry.”

“Not just the Russians, it was…”  Keith paused as he saw the look on Simon’s face.  “Oh, shut up.  More to the point, what was that bit about a guy boarding the bus with the victim and staying to talk with her?  Was that you?”

“Euh… does it sound like me?”

“The chatting with a girl?  No.  The attempt at consoling someone in pain?  Yes.  The sudden interest in the USS Enterprise when they start talking about such a person on a local network?  Yeah, that wasn’t suspicious.”

Simon felt his cheeks grow a bit warmer.  “We just happened to be at the same stop!  I… I knew her name, and everyone else, they were acting like total jerks…”

“Oh, Simon, Simon…”  Keith reached out to clap his hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “You’ve made me an accessory after the fact.  I’m now harboring a fugitive.”

“I’m not a fugitive!” Simon protested, throwing the remote control aside.  “I just didn’t want to stick around!  I mean, after the questions, you know they’d have found out my history, then determined that I’m in a higher risk group for contracting the thing, then they’d have wanted to run another series of tests, and I just can’t…”

“Whoa, whoa, calm down!”  Keith interrupted, raising his palms out in front of his body defensively.  “I didn’t say I was upset.  It’s actually kind of cool.  Still, I gotta say, if they’re looking for you, they’ll find you.  Only a matter of time.”

“They don’t even have my name.”

Keith lifted an eyebrow.  “You didn’t happen to mention it to Emily?”

“Well, only my first name.  Not my last name.”

“The one that’s written on your case of magical tricks?”

Simon opened and closed his mouth.  “It just says ‘Black Magic’, which could refer to actual black magic, not Simon Black magic,” he concluded lamely.

“Riiiight.  And the new chip on your credit card isn’t a high tech way for the FBI to track your location.”  He sat down on the couch next to Simon.  “For that matter, did it even occur to you that being exposed this time might have given you a fully blown, yet temporarily dormant version of the strain, one that might activate in the next five minutes, and in doing so, both kill you and infect me?”

Simon squirmed.  “It’s highly unlikely.”

“Oh, I know.  Moreover, I’m pretty sure the thing is already inside everyone in some form or another, or they’d have been able to eradicate it by now.  My point is… you’re not really thinking.”

Simon dropped his head into his hands.  “You think I should go make a report.”

“Eh.  Either that or make a quick escape to Canada tonight.”

Simon glanced sideways, looking at Keith through his index and middle fingers.  “Canada?”

“It is northwest of your uncle’s place in Massachusetts,” he reminded.

“Oh.”  Simon turned that around in his head for a moment.  “Point.”

“Above all, don’t let it get to you.”  Keith clapped his hands.  “But enough of that.  The food’s getting cold,” he concluded.  “I suggest we change the station, have some dinner, then see what my scans have been able to pull up on your three hundred year old princess.”

“Magical girl.”

“She was, I believe, looking for a prince.”

“But that doesn’t mean she…”  He stopped, realizing from Keith’s grin that his friend was pushing his buttons – the same way he had earlier, by mentioning the Russians.  “Oh, eat your omelet,” he said, making a face back.

It was a good hour later when they both got back to the computer, as Keith had served up some ice cream for a closer, and Simon had insisted on doing the dishes to thank Keith for his programming assistance.  (Despite the fact that Keith thought the meal itself was thanks enough.)  Though it didn’t make much of a difference, since when the screen saver was deactivated, it looked like the program was still not quite finished executing.

 “It’s taking some extra time because it had to wait until the satellites were in a useful alignment,” Keith explained as they settled in.

Simon blinked.  “Satellites?  You’re… controlling satellites with this thing?”

“No, just peripheral access, that’s why I have to wait until they’re in alignment.  Figure it’s more informative to have the live information though, rather than a static image from six months ago.”

“Uhhh… this program isn’t going to cause a GPS to malfunction and crash someone’s car or anything, is it?”

Keith rolled his eyes.  “No.  The results should be interpreted as a routine scan.  Merely one that’s running in a slightly non routine fashion.”

“Uh huh.  Sometimes you scare me, you know that.”

Keith grinned.  “Thanks!”  The computer beeped.  “Right, let’s see what we’ve got then.”  Keith flipped back and forth between his web browser and a couple of other windows.  “Not much of interest in the short distances.  Though inches, that was more a test of the direction anyway… it’s a bit north of northwest, really.  Hey, what made you think it was northwest anyway, not southeast?”

“The star point in that direction was a bit longer.”

“Right… well, less ocean too, I guess.  At least I didn’t have to check anything in metric, it didn’t exist back then!”  He toggled windows again.  “Oh, this is weird.”

“What?” Simon leaned in closer to peer at the screen over Keith’s shoulder.  Oblivious, Keith leaned back a bit, forcing Simon to dodge to the right.

“Well, maybe not that weird,” Keith mused.  “There’s still a number of places in the world where we can’t zoom right in to a street level.  Yet they tend to be more remote, and this is in Northern Quebec, not too far from a town, so…”  He hunched forwards again and tapped at his keyboard.  “Ok, THAT’S weird too, I can’t even seem to localize on any GPS or phone down there… in fact, there’s some sort of wavelength interfering… hmm, secret government facility, maybe?”  He seemed to consider, then resumed his typing.

“I wouldn’t have thought Canadians to be that sneaky.  Why would they have a base hidden up there?”

“Always the quiet ones… though the interference doesn’t cover enough of an area, really.  That’s probably why there hasn’t been much investigation, or if there has been, why we’ve never heard of it.”  He shook his head.  “Weird!”

“Magic?” Simon suggested with a half smile.

“Well, if you want to quantify magic as something I can’t explain… maybe.  I wonder if there are any other sorts of regions like this out there.  I should totally work some sort of global scan…”

“That could be Becky’s location though,” Simon pressed, pointing at the map on the screen to steer Keith back before he went off on a tangent.

Keith scratched his head.  “It’s more than I expected we’d find, that’s for sure.”  He glanced up at Simon with a smile.  “Your magical girl speak French?”

“Probably can.  Since she’s magical.”

“…Right.”  The blonde looked back at his screen, tabbed once more between a few windows, then shrugged.  “Well, that’s all I got.  You want me to book you a flight up there?  We can do plane reservations online now, you understand.”

“Yes, I’m well aware.”  Simon shrugged.  “Sure, see if there’s anything inexpensive within the week.”

Keith pulled up a new window.  “Odds are good, since I can’t think they’d be filling any planes to head up that way… though you’ll need to go through an international airport… hmmm, and they’d need to actually have flights.”  He typed a bit more.  “Okay, there’s this.”  He looked back at Simon as he pointed at the monitor.

Simon winced slightly.  “Too pricy.  Plus it leaves tomorrow morning and I haven’t actually packed for an extended trip yet.  Maybe I should just consider a long drive…”

“You really want to hang around here long enough for them to question you more about the incident on the bus?” Keith challenged.  “Anyway, I’ll float the difference.  I’m interested from the technical viewpoint now.  Let me know what you find, whether they’re keeping something secret up there.”

“Oh, I couldn’t accept…”

“Yes, you can!  You did my dishes, after all.  It’s nearly tempting to come along, but I have to be back at work tomorrow.  Just make sure you actually bring your cell phone charger with you this time so that you can get in contact with me!”

Simon rubbed the back of his neck.  “But what if…”  He almost couldn’t bring himself to say it.  “What if I find there’s nothing there?”

Keith grinned.  “Then you owe me another dinner.”

“You make it sound like a bet.”

“Why not?  At this point I bet you’ll find at least something, if not, I lose.  Here, let me reserve this and print you a confirmation.  I recommend being at the airport extra early, they’re rather unpredictable.”

Simon smiled.  “You’re a good friend.  Thanks.”

Keith fired a look over his shoulder.  “Don’t get mushy!  Though you probably will want to learn how to kiss both cheeks in greeting, I think that’s the French way.  Nest pass?”

The smile became a wince.  “Oooh.  Worse than the Russian accent.”

“Da,” was Keith’s rueful acknowledgement.  He completed the reservation and gave Simon the details; they didn’t speak any more about the trip after that, the topic shifting to Keith’s coding problem, then currently popular television programs, before Simon finally took his leave.

***

“Colonel,” General Krantz stated, folding his hands and resting them on his desk.  “What do you know of the ‘Rivers Project’?”

Colonel Jim Harris frowned slightly, suddenly suspecting this was a test he’d come unprepared for.  “Sir?”

“The ‘Rivers Project’.  You HAVE heard of it?”

“Yes, sir.”  It was one of the projects that the General currently had under his umbrella, after all.  But it was supposed to be a dormant file.  “I don’t know that much though,” Harris clarified off the General’s look.  “It was started many years ago, possibly as early as World War II.  Had something to do with strengthening soldiers.  Didn’t pan out, but wasn’t completely shelved owing to some missing element.  The idea being that this missing piece could turn up at some future time.”

“Quite right.  Well, we have a possible lead on that piece, and I’d like for you get a team together to follow it up.”

Harris tried to hide his surprise, and suspected he was less than successful.  “A lead?  After… how many years?”

“Certain aspects of the timeline will remain classified for now,” Krantz responded.  “Suffice to say, the item we were searching for resonates at a particular frequency.  Such a frequency was picked up on a routine satellite scan last Sunday evening.”

The colonel frowned.  “If it was a routine scan, why did we only pick it up now?”

“Aha, good question!  See, I knew you were the man for the job.  Though to answer, there seemed to be something less than routine about this particular sensor sweep; we’re still trying to figure out the details.”

“Rather suspicious, if you ask me.”

“No doubt.  So you will want to exercise caution.  But at the same time, why should anyone want to fake this sort of wavelength?”  Krantz made a small shrugging motion.  “We’re working on getting you international clearance, but as soon as that succeeds, you’ll be heading out immediately.  Make the necessary preparations.”

“Yes, sir… international?  Where was this frequency detected?”

Krantz steepled his fingers.  “Northern Quebec.”

***

Simon pushed the tree branch aside; it slipped free and almost smacked him in the head.  “Gah,” he muttered. He stepped past the obstacle, then glanced back down at his compass to check his bearings.

The compass itself, along with a number of provisions, he had bought in the small Quebec town slightly west of his current position.  It had taken him an whole extra day after arriving to make sure he had everything he needed for this trek into the wilderness – again, he probably should have spent more time back home preparing, before flying up, renting the car and driving into the middle of nowhere.

On the other hand, Keith had been correct.  When he’d gone home that Sunday night, there had been a message from the local PD on his answering machine, wondering if he could provide some additional information about the bus incident – proving it really was just that easy to track someone down.  Simon had thought about returning the call just to say that really, he had no information, but with his luck, they’d probably want him not to leave town.  Which would mean not only he, but Keith, would then be out money for the flight.  Easier to simply go now and apologize later, if necessary.

One necessity that Simon had been lucky to find was a French phrasebook, soon after arriving at the airport.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t as useful as he’d hoped, which tended to cause more delays, but on balance he figured it had saved time.  Though why were the words for ‘magnifying glass’ and ‘wolf’ so similar anyway?

Simon shook his head, the thought of wolves again making him wonder.  There weren’t supposed to be many wild animals out here, at least… that is, not if the hotel manager and store clerk were to be believed… which was assuming he had understood what they were saying… which was by no means certain…

“Well, nevermind that now,” Simon muttered aloud to himself, partly to hear the sound of someone speaking.  The setting tended to oscillate back and forth, between being a tranquil getaway from everything technological, to being a place where one got the unsettling sensation of being watched from behind every tree.  Currently leaning more towards the latter.

Simon put the compass away.  It seemed to indicate he was on the right heading.  He briefly checked his iPhone, but it didn’t seem to be behaving oddly, as might be expected from the interference Keith had spoken about.  He then glanced at the additional map his friend had printed out, of the area where the weird readings had been occurring.  Still no helpful ‘you are here’ sign.  With a sigh, Simon kept walking.

The pack he had assembled would allow him to camp out overnight, if that became necessary.  Which was becoming increasingly likely, as Simon suspected he would have had to turn back an hour ago in order to return to his hotel room before dark.  He was no stranger to camping, at least.  He’d gone on outings with his father when he was little.

What exactly was he looking for out there though?  Well, magic, but what did that look like?  How would he know when he’d FOUND it?  “I really am touched in the head,” he decided.  “No sane person would be doing this, that’s for sure.”

It was another two hours before Simon finally noticed what seemed to be a grassy clearing up ahead.  If nothing else, it might be a place to set up camp.  When he finally emerged into it though, he found that the space was already partially occupied.  Not by a person, but by a slightly raised mound of earth, at the head of which had been fixed a large wooden cross.  An ancient looking cross, one into which there had been chiseled a name.  A name, and a pair of dates.

His hands suddenly shaking, Simon dropped his pack and approached.  He had to reach out to touch the indentations on the wood, to make sure that he was not imaging what it said.  “Rebekah Spelling.  1673-1692,” he then verbalized aloud.  It sounded so final.

He quickly fumbled in his pocket to bring out his compass.  The needle seemed to be swinging back and forth.  The screen on his phone wouldn’t resolve.  This had to be it.  Cosmic forces.  They were converging here, at the point where Becky… had died?  Then she hadn’t actually found a way to live past her time after all!  Perhaps it was her bones on this site then, or some residual afterimage causing the effect Keith had described.  Except…

“Who dug the grave then?” Simon mused aloud.

“I did!”

The female voice had come from behind him.  Shocked, Simon whirled, only to lose his footing, stumble back, and trip over the raised patch of Earth to land flat on his back.  He cried out, more in surprise than pain, and tried to right himself in order to figure out who else could possibly be out here.  There seemed to be no one.

“H… Hello?” Simon called out uncertainly.  He scrambled back to his feet and took a few paces towards the side of the clearing.  Still no one.  Had he imagined a voice?  Was he seriously cracking up now?  “Who’s there?”

“Only me.”

Simon snapped his head to the side.  She was standing off to his left now, or rather she was leaning up against a tree.  The girl had long, chestnut brown hair that fell almost to her knees, sparkling blue eyes, and a faintly amused expression.  Becky?  No, of course not, because she was hardly dressed in seventeenth century clothing, instead sporting a long sleeved blouse and plaid skirt, along with knee socks and shoes.  Attire more typical of a lost twentieth century schoolgirl, really.  Though she had answered in English, not French, so probably wasn’t a local, and she also seemed somehow older than high school age… at least in her early twenties… or maybe more than that, there was something about her stance, or her expression… Simon couldn’t put his finger on it.  She also didn’t seem about to say anything else.

“A-Are you lost?” Simon finally stammered, following up on his thought.

“Nope.  Are you?”

“No, I… ah, I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?” she challenged.  “Because most people who get this far out, they’re lost.”

“Um, yes, but… well, no, see…”  Cursing his inability to speak properly, Simon tried to start over.  “I’m looking for Becky Spelling.”

That one seemed to catch her off guard.  She took a couple of steps in his direction, jabbing out her index finger.  “DON’T,” she began loudly, before suddenly lowering her voice.  “Call her Becky.”  She started to edge around him in a circular manner.  “Are you magical?  You don’t look magical.  Why would you be looking for her?”

Simon felt his heart start to beat faster in his chest.  He was onto something here!  At last!  “Because she’s magical,” he blurted out.  “She knows real magic, she can do things… what are you anyway?  Some sort of guardian hologram?”

The girl cocked her head to the side.  “Hologram?”

“Yeah, uh… like a ghostly image.  Are you some hologram watching over Bec— over Rebekah’s grave?” he wondered, quickly correcting himself on the name.

The girl regarded him silently for a moment, then took two quick steps forwards, jabbing Simon in the chest with her finger before dancing back out of reach.  “Can a hologram do that?”  The question seemed only partly rhetorical.

 “No, I… I guess not,” Simon answered.  It had felt real enough.  “But then what are you doing out here?”

She shook her head.  “I asked you first.”

“I said I’m looking for Rebekah.”  He paused, thinking back over what she had said.  “Also, you didn’t ask first.”

“I did so.”

“No, you asked if I was lost, not specifically what I was doing here.”

“Same difference.  Don’t make no nevermind.”

“What?”

“Exactly.  So can you do magic, or what?”

“Euh…”  Simon felt like he’d totally lost the thread of the conversation now.  “Well, I can do this,” he offered.  He pulled the compass back out of his pocket, holding it up with his left hand.  He then passed his other palm in the air between the two of them, snapped his wrists back with a flourish, and then brought both palms forwards, face down, showing that the compass had vanished.

“Not bad,” the girl remarked.  “Slipped it in your jacket pocket when you thought I was watching your right hand?”

Simon flinched.  “Um, could be,” he admitted.  Apparently nothing wrong with her eyesight.

She smiled.  It was somehow a nice smile, yet a quirky one at the same time.  “Not magic exactly, but amusing.  So what brings you out here then?”

“Um, well, as I said, I’m looking for – ”

“Covered that,” she broke in.  “Your record’s stuck in a groove.”  She brightened momentarily.  “I’ve always wanted to say that.”  Her expression then became more serious.  “I mean what led you to believe there was a magical Rebekah out here of all places?”

“Oh, uh…”  Simon went back for his pack.  “I found her letter.”

“Eh?”  The brunette seemed momentarily thrown again.

“This one,” Simon said, fumbling among his belongings for a moment before drawing the sleeve carefully out from where he had placed it.  “About Rebekah departing Salem for blue skies.”  He looked back towards the mysterious schoolgirl in time to see her eyes go wide, and in a few quick strides she was next to him, grabbing the letter out of his hands.  “Hey!” Simon protested.

“Oh.  My.  God.  I had totally forgotten about this,” she gasped, scanning over it.  “That’s right though, there was the letter… and the map?”  She glanced up as if for confirmation, and Simon nodded.  “But then these are like…”  She scrunched her face up for a moment.  “Three hundred and fifteen years old?”

“Give or take,” Simon agreed slowly.  Something about her… this girl… if he were to set aside the more modern dress and manner of speaking, could it actually be…?

“Mine prince,” she murmured, looking again at the letter.  “Ooh, now that was back in the hopeless romantic days, wasn’t it.  Though of course, the fact that I hadn’t married by eighteen was problematic in and of itself…”

“I?” Simon said, seizing on her use of the first person.  “You’re Bec— Rebekah then!  You’re Rebekah Spelling!”

She jerked slightly, as if he’d struck her.  “Fiddlesticks,” she muttered.  Her eyes darted left and right, as if seeking an out.  “Bear!” she shouted suddenly, pointing over Simon’s shoulder.

He started to turn, purely by reflex, but stopped himself, knowing it had to be a ploy.  Readjusting his gaze, he saw her scrambling over the ground, heading for the wooden cross, the headstone of the gravesite.  “Wait!” he called out to her, running to catch up.  “I have so many questions!  How have you survived this long, what sort of magic can you do, what… what the hell?”

She had vanished.  Simon quickly rewound what had just happened in his mind.  Rebekah had reached the cross, reached right THROUGH the wood  (or at least part of her arm had vanished), then there had been a flash of white light (almost like a rip in space), and… she had vanished.

“Rebekah!” he called out again, running another two steps – and smacking right into the obstacle.  He fell back on his behind.  “Alright, that’s some trick,” he muttered, reaching out for the now solid object, and running his hands over it to try and find some sort of switch or lever.  There didn’t seem to be anything.  “Rebekah?” he called out again.

After feeling about for a few minutes, Simon realized two things.  First, he wasn’t about to succeed in following her wherever she had gone, not without understanding how she had accomplished it.  Second, he wasn’t about to figure that out by crawling around on the ground like this.  But he wasn’t about to have made this entire trip for nothing!  She had appeared here once – odds are she would do so again.  He’d intended to set up camp in the clearing anyway, so why not proceed with that plan?

“I’m not about to go anywhere,” he called out, hoping his tone made that came out as a more of a warning than a whine.  Oh well.  He proceeded back to his pack, pulled out his tent, and started to set it up.

***

“Colonel?”

Jim Harris shifted his attention from the hotel in front of them towards the woman who was getting out of the passenger side of their car.  He paused before responding, leaning against the driver’s side door and taking off his hat to allow the slight breeze to run through his dark hair.  After all, he suspected what Major Kim LaFontaine wanted to ask; she seemed as puzzled by their location as he was.  “I know,” he finally said, electing to answer the unspoken question.  “Not exactly the sort of area where you’d expect to find anything valuable.”

Then again, it was already dusk – perhaps this little Quebec town looked more foreboding in full daylight?  But Harris doubted it.  Their Canadian liaison hadn’t seemed to know why they wanted to come up here either, reacting with what seemed to be genuine confusion to Harris’s veiled questions on the drive up.  Colin Wright had been helpful though, particularly with the French aspect, and had just gone inside to secure their rooms.  Lieutenant Baker had gone with him.

Major LaFontaine and Lieutenant Baker, that was his whole team – unless you included Wright, whom they had met on arrival – and all he had been authorized to tell them was that they were up here on a search for an artifact of military importance. The General had insisted that they keep this initial recovery effort very low key, both for reasons of security, and as part of the agreement with the Canadians.  There were additional men on backup, of course, but only to be used if necessary.  Harris might have even questioned the need for someone of his rank to be present for this, if he hadn’t been granted more access to the Project’s history and background, following his initial briefing.  He wasn’t sure how much of it to believe.

“Good place to hide out though,” LaFontaine observed.  She adjusted her hat, beneath which her blonde hair had been braided and pinned in place. “And they must get occasional visitors, or the hotel would be out of business.”

“I suppose.  Though it seems to double as a restaurant,” Harris remarked.  He debated getting their gear out of the car, but decided to wait until Wright and Baker had officially checked them in.  His attention wandered back to LaFontaine.

He didn’t actually know her all that well… or at least, not as well as he did Lucas Baker, a lieutenant who had been under his command once or twice before.  But the Major had a reputation for following orders, and despite her relative inexperience with covert missions – she was perhaps ten years younger than him, still in her thirties – her drive and determination were well known.  He had wanted both a female perspective on their situation, as well as someone of her rank who could take over in an emergency, and she fit the bill.  Plus, as far as matters of diplomacy went, it didn’t hurt that she knew a little French and was easy on the eyes.  Already, Wright had seemed to take a liking to her.

She turned to meet his gaze.  “Sir, now that we’re here, perhaps you can explain what we’re using to track down the artifact?”

Harris hesitated, then nodded.  “I suppose you’ll need to know that much.  It’s a detector which…”  He paused as Baker and Wright exited the building.  “Actually, better to show all of you once we’re settled in a room.”

“I could only get three beds,” Colin Wright remarked as he approached.  “So I’ll need to take a cot in with one of you.”  He didn’t speak to Harris quite as formally, apparently being more of a scientist who worked as a military liaison.  But at least the redhead maintained good posture and didn’t seem the insubordinate type.

“I’ve agreed to it, sir,” Baker noted.  Obviously having anticipated the need for Harris and LaFontaine to have their own rooms.  Still…

“I thought they had four rooms available here.”

“Ah, four rooms, but one isn’t available,” Wright noted.  “Someone checked in yesterday, a wilderness backpacker or something.”

Of course.  “Very well then,” Harris concluded.  “Stow your personal gear and reconvene in my room in five minutes.  With any luck, we won’t need these rooms past tomorrow morning anyway.”

“Were you planning on heading out tonight then?” Wright questioned.  “Because I’d recommend against it.  It’s going to be dark soon, and there are supposed to be some wild animals out there.”

Harris grimaced.  He had rather hoped to head out immediately following their arrival, but the trip up had taken longer than expected, and it was true that there was little point to stumbling around in the dark.  Well, the artifact had presumably been out in the woods for a while.  There was no cause to believe it would walk off.  But then, there was no cause to believe it WOULDN’T – for all Harris knew at this point, the item producing the needed wavelengths would turn out to be some sort of animal.

“Not tonight, but before daybreak,” he decided.  “Briefing in my room in five minutes, as I said.”

“Sir?”

Harris turned to LaFontaine.  “Yes?”

“If you could delay, I’d like to make some inquiries in the local store before it closes.  To see if there has been any suspicious activity noted in this area in the last few days.”

He rubbed his chin.  It was a good idea.  “Approved.  Make that half an hour then.”

“Will you want some help with translation?” Wright asked the Major with a smile.

She returned the smile and nodded.  “Oui, merci,” she said, accepting the offer.

With that settled, Harris headed around to open the trunk of their car and get out their gear.  His team was already working well together.  With any luck, by this time tomorrow they’d be already be back home, mission complete.

***

Rebekah Spelling lay facedown on her rug, chin propped up in her hands, idly kicking her feet back behind her in the air.  She stared at the monitor screen.  “He’s patient,” she remarked.  “Wouldn’t you say?”  Her gaze slid to the stuffed bear sitting next to her.  “Why yes,” she then answered herself, lowering her tone a bit in imitation of how the bear might talk.  “But he’ll have to fall asleep sometime, right?”  She looked back at the screen.  “I don’t know,” she finished in her normal tone.  “He could be an insomniac.”

She brought both her legs back down, then her arms, then she pushed herself back up into a seated position, folding her legs underneath her.  “Really, I could care less,” the brunette asserted.  “But then what’s bothering me?”  She reached out to knock the knuckles of her right hand against the screen she had been watching.  It was currently displaying for her the image of the visitor with the letter, who was now camping out on her front doorstep.  “Helloooo?  What’s bothering me about you?” she demanded.  The screen didn’t answer.

Not that she had really expected it to.  Not that it was showing an actual doorstep either, for that matter.  After all, her visitor had merely set up camp next to the entry point into her little pocket dimension.  A dimension which had served her well for… well, three hundred and fifteen years, if the letter was to be believed.  And why not believe the letter?  She’d written it.

“Mmmm, you’d swear it had been only two fifty,” she sighed.  Her eyes briefly roamed around the room she was sitting in.  It had gone through several little upgrades throughout the ages; Rebekah wondered fleetingly whether it currently resembled what people would call a typical suburban living room or not.  “Doubt it.  More than likely that I’m out of touch again,” she decided.  “I should get an interior decorator in here.”  The thought made her giggle.  She did that for a while, then looked back at the monitor.

At last, she rose, running her fingers back through her hair.  “Perhaps I need a long bath, to think things over,” she concluded.  She grinned.  The running water, now THAT had been a trick to install.  But it was one of the better advancements to have been made over the years, as far as she was concerned.  “Yes, of the three great things to come out of the last two hundred years,” she declared, again talking aloud.  “Running water was definitely one of them.”  The other two being electricity and applicator tampons.

Rebekah headed for her washroom area, starting to unbutton her top.  Suddenly, it hit her.  “My map only gave a rough heading and distance calculation,” she realized.  “It didn’t give an exact location.  Yet that guy didn’t look like he’d been stumbling about in the woods for weeks.  He had a pretty good idea of where he was going.  Therefore, there has to have been some sort of leap forwards in technological wizardry!  One which allowed him to pinpoint my location more exactly!  Oooh!”  She clapped her hands, spun back to grab the bear, then danced briefly in a circle with it on her rug.  “That’s more like it!  Now, why didn’t he show me that instead of the tired old slight of hand?”

She scratched her head, shrugged, tossed the bear aside onto her couch, then took a moment to try and untangle a few of the knots in her hair.  “I guess I’ll ask him.  Hope I look presentable.”  Then again, she could always wipe out his memory later, if necessary.

***

Simon sat by his tent, staring at the stars.  You could certainly see them a lot better out here.  He again recalled the few trips he’d made with his father when he was younger, and he smiled, wondering why did didn’t do this sort of thing more often.  A rustling in the brush around the clearing made him turn his attention away from the sky though, reminding him of the reason.  Doing it properly really did require more careful planning.

Should he have put some of his supplies up in a tree?  It’s not like he had many… for that matter, he would need to go back and replenish his water after another day at most, and part of him was worried that he’d never find the clearing again, if that was the case.  Though if he was attacked by wolves on the way back, it would be a moot point.  He was pretty sure the iPhone didn’t have an app for that.

However, there was no further noise from the woods, so Simon lay back again.  “I’d sleep, but I’m too keyed up,” he murmured to himself.  “So close, and yet so far…”  Well, if it came right down to it, maybe he could phone Keith.  His friend’s tech savvy might be able to locate a website to explain how…

“Hi!”

Simon jumped, attention turning towards the voice.  Rebekah was back!  Or at least, part of her was.  She seemed to be leaning out through that white tear in space, which was slightly back-lighting her in the darkness.  Only her upper body was visible – beneath her torso was the bottom of the cross and the gravesite.  She also seemed to have started unbuttoning her blouse, for some reason.  Trying not to be distracted by that, Simon scrambled to his feet.

“Bec— Rebekah?” he said, tentatively, worried she’d pull back at any moment.

She grinned.  “Question!  Exactly how did you pinpoint my location so precisely using only the map I’d given you?”

“Well it, it wasn’t that precise, really, but I had some coordinates, with a printout of the area, and tried to keep my bearing… how are you doing that?”  As he spoke, he had started to circle around to the side, but only got a profile view of her torso coming from nowhere.

“Print out?” Rebekah mused, either not hearing or ignoring his question back to her.

“Ah, from a computer,” Simon answered.  Then, realizing she probably needed more clarification, he added, “which, er, is an electronic device that can process…”

“Oh, of course!  How’s that computer revolution turning out anyway?”

“Uhm… okay, I guess?”

“Those were pretty cool,” the brunette continued idly, making Simon wonder if she was still speaking to him or not.  “I thought about tracking down Steve Jobs, just for a chat you understand, but people are a lot harder to get hold of in this century.  Kind of ironic, when you think about, it you know?”

“Er… yeah,” Simon responded, to fill the silence that ensued.  Rebekah seemed to have become lost in thought.  He came a couple of steps closer.  “So, could you explain…”

“How small are they?” she said, abruptly turning towards him, bringing them almost nose to nose.  Simon flinched back.

“Wh-What?”

“Computers.  They went from the size of a house to where you could hook them into your televisions.  Are they the size of breadboxes yet?”

Simon stared.  “Well…”  Inspiration struck, and he fished inside his pants pocket, pulling out the iPhone.  “This is kind of a computer.”

Rebekah’s eyes lit up, and she reached out to grab it.  Simon quickly moved it back out of her reach.  “Not so fast!  You haven’t answered ANY of my questions, the top two being why, after three hundred years, you look younger than me, and why in the world I can only see half of you right now!!”

The brunette exhaled a breath of air upwards, causing a few strands to dislodge from behind her ear.  “Fine, yes, okay.  But, you know,” she added defensively, “you try living by yourself for a few centuries as the world goes to hell and let’s see how your manners fare, not to mention your sanity.  By the way, what’s your name?”

Simon flinched.  He hadn’t even introduced himself!  “Er, sorry.  Simon.  Simon Black.”

“Nice to meet you.”  She glanced left and right.  “Kind of dark for a lengthy discussion though, isn’t it?  Here.”

She extended a hand out towards him.  Simon looked down at it, but she wasn’t holding any light source.  “I don’t understand,” he protested.  Did she want to shake hands?

Rebekah raised an eyebrow.  “Take my hand?” she suggested.

Oh.  Simon reached out with his own free hand, closing it slowly around her palm.  A tingle ran up his spine, though he wasn’t sure if it was related to her being in the spatial tear, or simply excitement over finally grasping the person who had been in his mind on and off for more than a year now.  She felt as real as anything else he’d ever touched.

“And welcome to my place,” Rebekah concluded, drawing herself back, and pulling Simon along with her.

***

The next thing Simon knew, he was regaining consciousness on a couch.  He closed his eyes almost immediately after opening them, feeling incredibly disoriented.  Hadn’t he been in the woods?  Where had the couch come from?  And the wooden ceiling?  Was he dreaming?  Or was that the ceiling of his hotel room, and had he merely dreamed that he had gone into the woods?

“Oh, good, you’re awake!”

Rebekah!  Simon opened his eyes and sat bolt upright.  He almost immediately wished he hadn’t, as a wave of vertigo washed over him.  He had to force himself to remain sitting up, grabbing the back of the couch for support and swallowing hard.

As his eyes focused, he saw he was in a small room in what appeared to be a log cabin.  The room itself… was cluttered beyond belief.  Worse than Keith’s place.  Across from the couch was a small table, upon which sat a television set (old style, with two rabbit ear antennae sticking up).  Next to it was an easel and some paints, and Simon saw a few paintings hung up on the walls (obviously not done professionally, but might have been able to sell for a few dollars).  Next to the easel, against the wall, was an older looking dining room table with a single chair, upon which sat a cassette player.  On the adjacent wall was a bookshelf with a number of books on it.  Then there were a couple of baskets, on the floor, containing what appeared to be yarn, tools, and papers.  Clothes were strewn about a number of surfaces, and there was even a bicycle – correction, a stationary bicycle – beside the couch.

There were also two doorways, once of which seemed to lead outside, and another that likely led to a back room within the structure (a kitchen or bedroom?).  Simon drew that conclusion, as there were no windows on the wall of the latter, but one on the former.  A second window was also present on the wall behind the couch, and both of them were letting in enough light to see by.  Though there were fairly thick curtains that could be drawn over them, along with a couple of lanterns that could be used for interior illumination instead.  No electric lights, which he supposed wasn’t surprising.

Then there was Rebekah, looking exactly as she had before, staring at him pensively.  She was sitting on a rug by the couch, a rug that looked rather barren when compared to everywhere else.  She seemed to be holding both a teddy bear, and his iPhone.

“What…”  Simon cleared his throat, trying to strengthen his voice.  “What happened?”

“You passed out,” Rebekah remarked.  “Sorry, I forgot that tends to happen when you pass through the rift for the first time.”

“Rift…?”  Simon did another quick sweep, his gaze resting on the window.  “How long was I out?”

Rebekah shrugged.  “Not long.  An hour, maybe two?  I’m a terrible judge of time.”

“But… it’s light out now.”

“No, it’s light in here, it’s still dark out there.”

“Out… but…”  He boosted himself a little higher to look out the window.  Unsettlingly, there was no view on the other side of it.  It was simply white, not even any indication of what the light source was.  He turned again.  “Are we not on Earth anymore??”

“Oh, we are, and we aren’t.”

Simon pressed his thumb and index fingers to his eyes briefly.  “Why can’t you ever provide a straight answer?”

“Why can’t you ever ask a sensible question?”

Simon sighed in exasperation.  “What am I supposed to ask??”

She perked a bit.  “Oh!  I like that one.  Hmm… something to sum up the situation… ah!  How about you ask me why I wrote the letter?”

Simon stared.  “Er… okay,” he relented after a moment.  “Why?”  She continued to look back at him expectantly.  “…did you write the letter?” he clarified.

She pursed her lips.  “It’s a good question.  I’ll have to think about that for a moment.”  Setting the bear aside, she stood and began to pace around the carpet.  Simon shook his head incredulously.  She was obviously quite eccentric, but at the same time, she’d looked very cute while holding the stuffed animal.  He recalled the difficulties she had alluded to, of being alone for so long.  It couldn’t have been easy.

“Some people,” she finally began, “are more subconsciously in tune with the universe than other people.  We – my family – are – well, were…” she stopped.  “Let me try that again.  My family were people of that type.  My older sister in particular, who was even able to set up this pocket dimension.”

“You have a sister?” Simon blurted in surprise.

“HAD a sister,” she retorted rounding on him.  “Lucy’s dead now, as are my brothers, thank you so much for reminding me of that fact!!”

Simon flinched at her tone.  “Oh, I… uh… s-sorry…”

“Eh,” she said, expression neutralizing as she gestured dismissively.  “They led a full life.   Except Robert.  And that was over a century ago.  Stop interrupting.  Where was I?”

“Um, pocket dimension…”

“No, that wasn’t it.  Oh!  In tune with the universe.  So, Lucy was able to create entry points to such relative dimensions.  That is, she could with a little help from the crystal lattice that was handed down through our family.  I, however, was actually able to pass in and out of these dimensions, which I discovered the first time I transformed myself into a magical girl.  You follow?”

“Not… quite…”

“Well, try and keep up,” Rebekah said, mildly exasperated.  “My letter did say I’m a magical girl, right?  Someone who can transform their appearance in order to better channel cosmic forces?”

Simon forced himself to not ask any questions regarding her definition of magical girl, or request clarification on such a transformation, and simply nodded.  After all, the term had been mentioned, if not clarified.  Presumably she was building to something.

“Of course.  So, 1692, what with the sudden surge in a fear of witchcraft – incidentally perpetrated by people who themselves weren’t normal but wanted someone to blame for their sudden shouting of obscenities and the like – the Spelling family was forced to stop practicing our art.  Except, I just couldn’t!”  She stopped pacing to stare at him.  “I mean, if you had the ability to fly, wouldn’t you want to try it out on occasion?”

“I suppose,” Simon agreed slowly, after realizing that Rebekah’s question wasn’t rhetorical.  She seemed to require some sort of continuous validation on his part.  Perhaps this flying what she had meant by referring to blue skies?

The brunette nodded.  “So, I decided to hide myself away in the north.  Lucy made me this little pocket dimension where time runs slower, and my mother was able to use her abilities to reduce the effects aging would have on my body.  I had thought that once things had quieted down, I would return, unless some gallant prince decided to chase me down first.”  She smiled her quirky smile again.  “Though the map was encoded in blue like the sky, so that not just anyone would be able to find me.”

Simon found himself slightly distracted by an earlier sentence.  “So… wait… time runs slower here?  How much time has passed outside??”

“Oh, I’ve reduced the ratio back to 1:1 for now… or close to it at any rate.  We’d screwed things up a bit initially, of course.  Which is why when I emerged after a few weeks, around 80 years had passed, and the rest of them were dead.  But that’s not really relevant to the letter.  So, does that answer your question?”

Simon struggled to connect the dots.  “So, you’re saying that your family was magical…”

“No,” Rebekah interrupted.  “I said we’re in tune with the universe on a subconscious level!  Pay attention!  Magic itself doesn’t really exist, it’s merely a way of referencing the unknown.”

Simon reeled at her blunt statement of that fact, feeling the vertigo returning.  How could the things she was doing not be magic?  “But, this room, you transforming, the fact that you only look…”  He stopped himself before ballparking her age.  “…still so young.  There must be magic in that!”

“No.  It is, in fact, what you would term to be scientific.”

“How??”

Rebekah let out a long sigh.  “I don’t know, exactly.  We tap into it on a subconscious level, yeah?  You did hear that?  But I have had some time to think about this.  Let me put it this way.  Say you’ve got two cubes in front of you, each one metre by one metre by one metre.”

“Metre…?”

“Or foot, inch, whatever, doesn’t matter, but you might have noticed I’m now living in Canada,” she said, gesturing wildly.  “Equal sized cubes, okay??”

Simon nodded.  “Okay, okay...”

“Now you move one of them a long distance away from you.  It will appear smaller, correct?”

“Appear, yes.”

“Okay, so you can now take that smaller cube and place it into the larger one in front of you.”

Simon frowned.  “But it’s not actually smaller.  I thought you said they were both the same size.”

“Aha, but because of the distance, they’re not any more, are they?  Of course, this only works from a multi-dimensional perspective.  But it’s science, not magic.  It’s like that trick you did with the compass, once you know the gist of it is about misdirection and playing with pervasive images in one’s mind, it’s hardly magical.”

Simon tried to wrap his head around that, and wasn’t completely able to succeed.  “But you said you were a MAGICAL girl,” he protested, clinging to the word.

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.  Arthur C. Clarke,” Rebekah stated.  “Actually, it’s amazing how science fiction has managed to pave the way for technological advancements in the twentieth century.”

Simon threw up his hands.  He knew he was becoming irrationally upset now, but to hear Rebekah state so flippantly that there was no magic, and then be quoting twentieth century authors at him when she was from the 1600s, it was verging on ridiculous!  “So the fact that you’re saying you can transform yourself into a flying girl, that’s scientific.”

“Yes, I warp through an alternate dimension and emerge in another form,” she affirmed, missing the sarcasm.

“And science has also kept you from aging.”

“Well, the differing temporal ratio helped with that too, but I believe it is what we might term as a form of cosmic surgery.”

Simon paused in his diatribe.  “Cosmetic surgery?”

“Sure, that’s an analogue!”

He shook his head to get himself back on track.  “Fine.  Prove it them, transform yourself.  Change yourself into someone who can fly, and tell me that’s scientific!”

Rebekah rolled her eyes.  “Well, a-duh, I can’t transform in here, we’re already essentially accessing another dimension.  You can’t make a warp within a warp – or can you? – well, I don’t think I’d care to try.  It sounds dangerous.”

“Then how am I supposed to accept any of what you’ve told me?!”

“I didn’t ask you to accept it,” Rebekah said patiently, seeming to become more subdued the more animated that Simon got.  “However, you wanted questions answered, so that’s what I’ve done.  Yes?”

“But…”

“Answered your questions, yes or no?”

“Well, yes, but…”

“Fine then.”

“Look, what you’ve said makes no sense!”

“No sense to you, perhaps.  But it makes sense to me – okay, sort of – in the same way that I’m certain there are some things which YOU understand that I don’t.  For instance…”  She held Simon’s iPhone out towards him, having continued to clutch it throughout the whole conversation.  “Will you show me how this mini computer works already?!”

***

Harris finished tuning the device in his hands.  “Well,” he began in answer to Wright’s question.  “As I stated last night, we will begin by heading for the exact coordinates, that is, those taken off of the initial reading Sunday evening.  Once we are in proximity, we use this detector, with it’s more specialized systems but equally more limited range, to pinpoint whether the artifact has changed location within the last couple of days.”

“Yes,” Wright remarked.  “I remember you saying all that.  My question was, how do we recognize the item we’re looking for when we see it?  Or more precisely, what does it LOOK like?”

Harris eyed the Canadian.  “I believe I ALSO said that we are not certain what form the artifact will take.  Hence the need for the detector.”

“But you must have SOME idea,” Wright protested.  “I mean, big, small, black, white, animal, vegetable, mineral…”

“Perhaps,” LaFontaine said, jumping in.  “We could discuss this en route.”

“I like that idea.  Sir,” Lieutenant Baker put in.  He didn’t look like he’d slept that well, and the standing around and talking seemed to be making him irritable.

“Yes, let’s do that,” the Colonel affirmed.  “Though there really isn’t much more I can say, aside from the fact that what we’re looking for can’t be that large, or necessarily completely stationary, to have eluded detection for… the length of time it has.”

LaFontaine shouldered her pack.  “Right.  So, meteor rock or generic plant life, be suspicious of everything.”

“And anyone,” Harris added.  LaFontaine’s questioning had turned up the fact that their backpacker was also an American looking for something in the woods.  Coincidence?  Harris had never liked those.  There was also some local legend about people experiencing missing time, after being in the woods for too long.  Could it be related?  There were so many questions he wanted answers to.  “Let’s move out, it’s almost dawn.”

***

The two of them sat on opposite ends of the carpet, their arms folded, facing away from each other.  “I don’t see what you’re so upset about, “ Rebekah finally said, breaking the silence.  “If anything, I’m the one who should be upset, seeing as your stupid iPhone device doesn’t seem to have a working display in the vicinity of this pocket dimension.”

Simon’s jaw clenched.  “I’m not upset.  It’s just I came here looking for a magical girl.  Not a technological one.”

“Yeah, well, we all have our disappointments.  Being unable to help the suffering during World War II ranks highly in my books.”

“Yes, well, I thought you might be able to…”  He stopped.  What was the use?

“Be able to what?” she asked, half turning.

“Never mind.  Look, you might as well just kick me out of here and let me get back to town already.”

Rebekah turned away again.  “I would, but Mimi’s memory erasure only works going back twenty four hours.  Can’t have you wondering how you appeared in the woods.”

Simon partly turned towards her.  “Memory what?  You’re planning to erase my memory??”

“It’s how I’ve stayed hidden so long. Well, partly.  People find me, or I go out and find people, then after a day I zap them and they forget me.”

“I suppose that’s not magic either.”

“No, merely another dimensional transformation, more recently acquired.”

Simon turned away.  “I don’t see how that would work anyway.  Even ignoring the fact that I’ve been preparing to find you for over twenty four hours, I’ve had the letter for a couple years.  Your science can’t wipe all of that out, can it?”

There was a moment of silence.  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Rebekah realized.  “I’m not used to having people actually seek me out.”

“So all you’d accomplish is getting me to come out here again, and we’d have to go through everything a second time.”

“Ugh.  Okay, so that’s a bad plan,” she yielded.

“Got any other tricks?”

The two of them turned towards each other at the same time.  Their eyes met, their gazes held briefly, and then they both quickly turned back to face opposite sides of the room.

“Maybe,” Rebekah retorted noncommittally.

Silence descended again.  This time it was broken by Simon.  “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“Yeah.  You were right.  I guess I am upset.  I’m sorry I threw the iPhone at your bear when it’s display wouldn’t work.  I don’t really like technology.”

“I’ve been picking up on that.  Can’t understand why.”

“Because it…”  He turned back to her, she turned to him, and this time they didn’t look away.  “Technology was supposed to make our lives easier,” Simon explained.  “Free up our time for other things.  Instead, all it’s done is forced people to work longer hours because they can be reached wherever they are, it’s increased the need for instant gratification, making people want to check their electronic mail every five minutes, and it’s put so much cluttered information out there that you can’t tell fact from fiction.  I hate it!  Things must have been so much simpler in your time.”

“Back when the average life span was thirty, you had to work the fields for no pay, merely to get the necessities of life, slavery was commonplace and correspondence could easily be lost between cities, let alone across the ocean to relatives you’d probably never see again.”

Simon stared.  “I’m sorry, my complaining must sound so petty.  No wonder you wanted to get away from all that.”

Rebekah sighed.  “It’s a matter of perspective.  We may have fared better back then, compared to the so-called dark ages, or even those involved in the wars that came later.  You know, the existence of people with bigger problems doesn’t make your problems irrelevant.”  She half smiled.  “Actually, I try not to think too much about some of the bigger issues that have cropped up over the centuries, I wager it would drive me out of my head.”

Simon managed a wan smile also.  “I guess.”  He rubbed the back of his head.  “ Thanks, I appreciate the understanding.”

“You validate my past decisions, I validate your present ones, it works out.”  Rebekah completely turned her body around.  “And I’m still kind of curious about the world out there of late.  For instance, your interest in magic, how typical is that?  Does it come hand in hand with a rejection of technology?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say I’m typical.  Though what with Harry Potter, there has been growing interest in magic, I suppose.  Vampires being the big supernatural draw these days.”

“Vampires?  Like, blood sucker vampires?”

“Like brooding misunderstood creatures who seduce the opposite sex and offer immortality.”

She stared.  “No, seriously.”

Simon shrugged.  “Seriously, that’s their schtick now!  Though it’s not my thing, so maybe I’ve misunderstood.”

“Huh.”  Rebekah seemed to think on that for a moment.  “Who knew?  Though immortality is severely overrated.  I should know, at my age.”

“Still beats the alternative,” he said, sullenly.

Rebekah shook her head.  “Not really.  If everyone lived forever, the Earth would run out of resources pretty quickly.”

“Yeah, well, if everyone caught the Disease, we’d all be dead next week.”

That brought Rebekah up short.  “The… disease?  Some twentieth century equivalent to smallpox?”

“I don’t think so… at least, I’m no expert on smallpox.”  Simon finally turned to fully face her.  “This disease was originally referred to as Rapid Aging Disease, or RAD,” he clarified.  “It’s been around for, like, twenty five years, but the recent jump to something airborne and/or insidiously dormant has pretty much caused the word Disease to be synonymous with RAD.  Manifests in stages.  You can lose thirty years in a few minutes, old before your time.”

Rebekah’s eyes widened.  “That’s horrible.”

“Has everyone baffled.  Even attempts to pin down the first case with a Patient Zero haven’t met with success, or so we’re told.”  He paused.  “I’m thinking North America though.  Seeing as my mother died from it 22 years ago, one of the earlier cases.”

Rebekah’s eyes widened a bit more before she was forced to close them in a prolonged blink.  “Well… God!  That’s horrible too!  You weren’t there at the time, at least?”

“Watching television in the next room, heard a crash, ran in… there she was.”  Simon shuddered, dropping his head into his hands.  “Why am I even telling you this?”

“I don’t know, but you’re seriously depressing me now!”

“Sorry…”

“Don’t apologize!”  She scooted closer, swatting Simon on the shoulder.  “After all, I asked for information, you supplied it, now you should just… grieve and… stuff… fiddlesticks!  I don’t have an alternate form who’s a therapist!”

“Oh, I’ve already grieved.  Just, I saw the effects again recently, brought the memory back…”  He took in a deep breath and raised his head again, trying to brush discretely at the corner of his eye.  “I guess in some silly way, I was hoping that by finding you, by finding something magical, it would be a doorway into a better future.  Like, there might even be some magical means of helping…”  He stopped, suddenly looking around the room again.

Rebekah tried to follow his gaze.  “What?”

“This place, this dimension, it runs faster than normal time?” Simon murmured.

“It can, but as I said, right now I’ve set the ratio back to running alongside Earth normal.”

Simon bolted to his feet.  “But if you switch it back, that means if you put a victim in here, only days would pass for them, while it would be years outside!  Years during which a cure could be developed!”

Rebekah raised an eyebrow.  “You want to turn my home into a hospital?”

“Or,” Simon continued, barely listening, “If you could turn it around the other way, people could work on a cure in here for years, while only days would pass on Earth!  Or, if you could create a negative ratio…”  He spun around then looked back down at Rebekah.  “Could we possibly go back in time to prevent RAD from ever occurring?”

She stared up at him, starting to look mildly irritated.  “Are you done?”

“I’m just saying that we could use your dimension here to fight the disease!  It could work, I just… it… ah… I suppose I’m done, yes.”

The brunette rose to her own feet, brushing off her knees.  “Then at the risk of sending you back into depression, no, we can’t travel back in time, I don’t know a way of safely setting a fractional ratio, and there is a REASON I’ve been wiping people’s memories and keeping to myself all this time, that being the world is NOT READY for any of this!  Not yet, anyway.  Not from what I’ve seen!”  Her blue eyes had gone cold, her expression hard.

“But… the benefits…”

“Do you HONESTLY think that the first thing scientists are going to think of is, ‘let’s set up a hospital here’?  No, it’s going to be ‘oh, how does this thing work’ and ‘what makes this girl tick that she can access it’ and the next thing I know I’m being gassed and taken away for medical experiments!”

Simon winced.  She had a point.  “Well, maybe discretely…”

“No.  Also, no, with a side dish of no!”  Her expression briefly shifted.  “Never thought I’d find a use for that phrase.”  She glowered at Simon again.  “Assuming I let you go with your memory intact, you are not to speak of me or this place to anyone!  I shall even play dead if I must!”

“Yes’m,” he heard himself say, wondering how he was feeling so small now, when she was actually a couple inches shorter than him.  “Though, I mean, how long are you planning on staying here anyway?”

She continued to stare at him for a moment, as if gauging his sincerity, before finally turning away and raking her fingers back through her long hair.  “As long as it takes.  Either until the world catches up, so that I can finally understand the little teasers rattling around in my subconscious…. or until I die.  Which is seeming more likely, as I’m probably verging on seventy or eighty already.”

“Seventy?  But you look…”  Simon stopped himself.  “Cosmic surgery, right.”  Which ITSELF might be something that could help with the disease, now that it occurred to him.  Might there be some way for her to at least explain that much?

“So, I’m sorry, but I cannot help you,” she continued, talking over his thoughts.  She turned back.  “Though I do appreciate the heads up as to some of what I’ll find when I head back out for an update.  You may have noticed how I’ve tried to stay current, by connecting up every twenty or thirty years.  As for right now, I think you should…”  Her voice trailed off, as a thought suddenly seemed to occur to her.

Simon waited, but nothing more seemed to be forthcoming.  “Should?” he asked.

“Shh,” Becky said, waving her hand at him.  “Someone’s coming.  Multiple someones.”

“Coming?  How can you…”

“Shhh!” she repeated, following it up with another irritated look.  “I have peripheral awareness of the area, it’s how I anticipated your arrival too.”  Then, after another second of thought – or possibly of sensing something? – the brunette suddenly marched to the front door, and accompanied by the slight spatial tearing effect, walked right through it.

Simon flinched only momentarily before walking to the door himself.  Carefully, he pressed on it, but it seemed solid.  Moreover, he discovered the door handle was either broken, or purely cosmetic, as moving it up and down did nothing.  “Why am I suddenly thinking this place would also make an effective prison,” he murmured.

Shaking off those thoughts, he went across the room and tried the other door.  That one did swing open, verifying his earlier suspicions.  Namely that there was a kitchen area back there, complete with cupboards, portable stove, and sink, not to mention an area behind a partition that contained both a bath and toilet.  “How did she get running water in here?” he mused.  He turned back to the living area.  More to the point though, what had Rebekah sensed and where had she gone?

***

“Colonel!”  Lucas Baker turned, raising his gun.  “I think I saw someone!”

Harris immediately stopped, lowering the detector and reaching to draw out his own gun.  Major LaFontaine also reached for her weapon; Wright had opted not to bring a gun, but hefted the axe he’d brought along in case of thick underbrush.  They changed their formation from more of a diamond shape, Harris on point and Baker bringing up the rear, to being back-to-back, facing out on all four sides.  “Someone?” Harris said, seeking clarification.  “Or something?”

“It was… I thought it was a person, sir.  Peering out from the brush back there, behind us.”

“We didn’t see anyone when we came through,” Wright reminded.  “Someone following us?”

“Or possibly circling us,” LaFontaine suggested.  “We may not be the first to reach the artifact.”

“Hmm.”  Harris brought the detector back up.  “Still getting a reading ahead.  Could it have been an animal?”

“I don’t think so, sir,” Baker said, though Harris heard some doubt within his tone.

Harris did his own quick scan of their surroundings.  It helped that a lot more daylight was filtering down through the trees now.  He didn’t see anything, though a slight wind rustled in the branches.  “We’ll continue.  Be alert, proceed with caution.”  He didn’t want to split the group up for any sort of search unless it became necessary.  The majority of their electronic devices had started to malfunction an hour ago, including their radios.

“Yes, sir,” Baker affirmed.

They continued on their way.  Not five minutes later, a clearing became visible through the trees.  Harris attempted to circle around it, not keen on the lack of cover it afforded, but the sensor he held swung left, indicating that whatever they wanted was, in fact, to be found there.  After exchanging some glances with his team, he nodded his head in the direction of the open area.  “Lieutenant, if you would be so kind.”

“Sir,” Baker affirmed, heading out towards the clearing.  He returned minutes later.  “Seems to be all clear, sir.  Someone has recently set up a camp, but it’s been temporarily abandoned.  The only other thing there is a gravesite.”

Gravesite?  Harris managed to contain his surprise.  Was it possible that the interference frequency was coming from a corpse?  Could this be another death connected to the Rivers Project?  Or did it predate those events?  “Let’s check it out,” was all he said.

They proceeded in.  The detector screen immediately began to cloud with static.  Harris smacked the side of it, to no effect.  “Okay, even the detector’s offline now,” he remarked.

“Brings it in line with the other electronics,” Baker remarked.

“My compass is also no longer able to get a bearing,” LaFontaine chimed in.  “It would seem we’ve reached our destination.”

“And someone else got here first,” Wright finished, poking his head inside the tent before Harris could tell him to be careful.  Even though Baker had indicated the site was clear, that didn’t mean the tent hadn’t been rigged somehow.  Nothing happened though.

“Well?  Anything, Wright?” Harris asked after a moment.

The Canadian stepped back, pulling out a pack.  “Supplies.  Tag reads Simon Black.”

“Must be the American backpacker,” LaFontaine concluded.  “Perhaps the artifact is already among his belongings.”

“Indeed.  We’ll take them.”

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Wright reflected.  “He could just be off on a day trip, and he’ll come back to find his stuff missing.”

“I’m taking no chances,” Harris stated.  “The Project has been waiting on this for so long, I’m not going to be responsible for missing the obvious.  Which, for that matter includes…”  He took a few steps over towards the gravesite, looking at it with a frown.

“Sir… please tell me that you’re only interested in that grave marker,” Baker said, starting to look vaguely ill.

Harris ignored the remark.  “LaFontaine, we have a couple of collapsible shovels with us, do we not?”

“You want to disturb a gravesite too?” Wright said incredulously.

“As I said, I’m not about to leave any stone unturned,” Harris retorted.  He glanced at the wooden cross.  “Sorry, Ms. Spelling,” he said, with more than a little regret in his tone.  “But it may be that you are the missing piece we’re looking for.”

***

“Oh my GOD!  Oh my freaking fiddling GOD!  You are NOT about to do what I THINK you are, SERIOUSLY?!”

Simon shrank back from Rebekah, even though she wasn’t yelling at him, but rather at the television.  She had blasted back through the front door a few minutes ago, demanding to know what ties Simon had to the military.  Not accepting his admittedly uncertain answer of “none”, she had demanded that he “Sit on the couch, on your hands, don’t move, don’t even breathe!”

Her earlier outrage at him, concerning his potentially speaking of this place, it paled in comparison to how she seemed now.  Though from what Simon could see on her TV – which, after some fiddling on her part of the rabbit ears, now seemed to be showing an image of the clearing outside – her anger was justified.  Four military personnel had come in, scanned the place, poked at his stuff, and were now assembling shovels.

She abruptly rounded back on him, her hair whipping about behind her.  “What.  Have..  You.  DONE?!”

“It’s not me, I don’t know them, I don’t know what’s going on, please don’t hurt me,” Simon whimpered, raising his hands up defensively.

“Three hundred years, and now these guys are here less than A DAY after you?  No WAY is that coincidence!”

“I swear, I swear!  I don’t understand either!”

Rebekah’s hands flexed in and out of fists.  “I’d Hart you, if only I could transform inside this dimension.”

Simon swallowed, opting not to question her odd pronunciation of hurt.  “They’ll leave though, right?” he said, meekly.  “We stay in here, they can’t find us, eventually they’ll leave.”

“They’re about to dig into my grave!”

“Well, you’re not actually down there…”

“HARDLY the point!”  Rebekah snapped her gaze from Simon to the television, then abruptly began pacing around the carpet again.  “The crystal lattice is down there,” she said after a moment.  “The one dear Lucy activated to sustain this place.  If they screw with it, the portal in and out of here could suddenly cease to exist.”

Oh.  That sounded bad.  “Well, can you… frighten them off?”

“The military.  Frighten the military.  For God’s sake, Simon, even Jolt didn’t succeed at that in 1941!  They’d only be back with reinforcements.”

Simon shrugged, not about to seek clarification over her questionable mention of an energy drink.  She was succeeding at frightening him right now, wasn’t that enough?

“Anyway,” she continued after a moment, “The problem is that we’re essentially trapped in here.”  She looked back at the television monitor, reaching up to grab two fistfuls of her hair.  “Gyaaargh… I can’t Mimi them, since obviously they’re not here by chance, Illi’s only really effective one-on-one, Ditto might distract… but no, I can’t use them anyway, because I can’t transform here!  How did I never come up with a contingency plan for this?!”

“You’re saying people’s names,” Simon realized abruptly.

“What?” she said in exasperation, rounding on him once more.

He forced himself not to shrink back.  “Mimi, Ditto, Jolt… those are people?”

“Alternate forms,” she said dismissively.  “Same as I have my Wings for flight.”

“Then you can turn into multiple people?”

“Yes, yes, I inherited multiple dimensional forms – none of which are accessible to me now!”

Rebekah Spelling was still full of surprises.  And now her house, her very way of living, seemed to be in danger, and there was the chance that this was, at least in part, Simon’s fault.  He stood up from the couch.  “I’ll go out and distract them.  While they’re going after me, you can get your crystal and get away.”

“Whoa, hold on!  I’m still not convinced you aren’t working for them in some way!”

He extended his arms.  “So what am I supposed to do to convince you?”

She jabbed her finger in his direction a couple of times wordlessly, before finally throwing her arms up into the air.  “Fine, I believe you!  You really don’t seem the type.  But that just means that I can’t in good conscience throw you out to the wolves!  What’s more,” she realized, “somehow I have to get you out of here too, all before they actually stumble across the crystal… fiddlesticks!”

“It’s okay if they catch me… maybe I can escape.”

Rebekah glared.  “You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen the devastation of war.  We need to be smart about this.  The problem is, we’re in here, and we need to be out there; I miscalculated their intentions.  How can we get out there undetected?”

“A distraction?”

“Would require being out there already.”

“Knock them out?”

“I don’t think we could get all four in time.”

“Smoke screen?”

“Misty would require me to transform.”

“Misty?”  Simon shook it off.  “What of a NON-magical smoke screen?”

“It’s not magic, it’s… science… aha!  Science!  I had thought about growing plants!”

“Plants?”

“Fertilizer!”

It clicked with something Simon had read in a magic book, about creating smoke effects.  “You have ingredients for a smoke bomb?” Simon ventured.

“I have ingredients for a smoke bomb,” Rebekah affirmed.  She clapped Simon on the shoulder.  “Excellent, thank you Beary!”

Simon blinked.  “Beary?”

“Euh…”  Rebekah’s gaze slipped from Simon over towards the plush bear on the floor, then back to him.  “Never mind,” she mumbled, quickly releasing him and heading for her kitchen area.  His eyes widened slightly.  Had she started blushing?  That had been so cute!

“Hurry up if you want to help!” she called, and there was the rattle of pots and pans.  He hurried through the doorway to see her yanking at a fertilizer bag, which was in the back of a low cupboard, some pots already out on the floor.  Her incredibly long hair was now splayed about her rather fetchingly as she lay on the floor, tugging it free.

Okay, stop looking at her like that, Simon thought to himself.  A crisis is not the time for such admiration.  “What else do you need?”

“Powdered sugar, should be some up top,” the brunette grunted as she hefted the bag.  “Now, if only I knew the ratio we needed…”

“We could look it up on the internet, if the iPhone was working,” Simon remarked as he began to search for the sugar.

“The inter what?”

“…long story.  Found icing sugar,” he said, pulling it down.  “Seems a bit clotted.”

“Yeah, I admit, my cooking’s been more lazy since I’ve had Spice,” Rebekah sighed.  “Hopefully it’ll still sift okay… let’s put together a few batches here, in case the first fails miserably.  Use less of the sugar, that sounds vaguely correct.”

They spent a few minutes mixing together the items from the two bags, placing them into the few frying pans and small pots that Rebekah had available.  “Now, while this gets us outside,” she began after a few minutes, “it doesn’t get rid of them.  Which, I don’t think I’ll be able to do, not until I figure out who sent them here.”  She glanced over at him.  “How much do you weigh?”

“Excuse me?”

“The fastest way out with you is for me to fly, how much do you weigh?”

“Oh, ah, about 180 pounds?”

“Pounds…”  Rebekah placed the heel of her hand to her forehead.  “Pounds, inches, God, it’s only been two hundred years since the metric system started what IS it with you Americans?”  She wiggled the fingers of her free hand.  “Okay, around 80, I can allow for that.”  She grabbed two pans.  “Let get these to the front door.”

Simon grabbed more, and followed.  He glanced at the television as they passed.  Two of the military people were already digging, and had made a moderately sized hole.  Was it possible that they had followed him here?

“We’ll want to light these and shove them out rapid fire,” Rebekah noted as she went back to the kitchen for a couple more.  “The confusion, element of surprise and smoke itself, that should give me enough time to complete the transformation sequence.”  She returned, also holding a box of matches.  “I’ll have to put them outside, since only I can pass through the rift, but perhaps you can light them right before I do.”

“Of course.”

Rebekah let out a long breath.  “Right then.  Here goes something.”

***

Harris shoveled another spadeful of earth out of the hole that he and Major LaFontaine were creating.  The fact that it was the two higher ranking officers doing this work had not escaped him, but Wright had categorically refused to help.  Conversely, Baker had given every indication that he would follow orders, yet it had been obvious to Harris that the prospect of digging at a gravesite unnerved him.  So, employing the maxim of ‘Never expect of others what you wouldn’t be willing to do yourself,’ the Colonel had suggested to Baker that he keep watch on the perimeter instead.

“Sir,” LaFontaine remarked, breaking into Harris’ thoughts.  “I can only assume that you also found it odd that there is a grave out here, in the middle of nowhere.  However, once we factor in the additional lack of trees in this clearing despite three hundred years… well, I’m starting to question whether what’s down here is, in fact, safe.”

He nodded back.  “Valid concern.  Yet if there was something dangerous, or radioactive, or the like,” he responded, “I’m sure it would have triggered on a scan long before now.  I’m more inclined to believe that someone’s kept this place groomed.”

“What if the danger here is partially shielded?”

“By the dirt?”

“Or whatever’s causing our electronics to malfunction.”

“Then you think there might be something else down here, aside from the artifact?  Or are you saying what we’re looking for is dangerous?”

LaFontaine leaned slightly on her spade.  “I don’t know, sir.  Frankly, the fact that you’ve been able to impart so little information to us makes it difficult to draw conclusions.”

Harris drew his lips into a thin line.  “You’ll simply have to trust me.  We cannot—“

He was distracted by something out of the corner of his eye, whirling and raising his shovel defensively, even as Baker shouted out a warning.  When asked to describe it later, Harris could only say it was as if a hand had appeared from a white nothing, brandishing a smoking frying pan.

“Someone burned dinner?” Wright observed from behind them.

Almost immediately there was another pan, and another, and the smoke from them had started to cloud visibility.  By then, Harris had jumped back out of their small hole, discarding his spade in favour of his firearm.  He noticed the Major behaving similarly.  “Is someone there?  Come out!” he demanded.

“There’s no one back here,” Baker protested, having circled around behind the cross.  “I don’t understand!”

“Fall back towards the edge of the clearing,” Harris decided.  “Four compass points, report any visuals, if something’s emerging here we cannot let it escape!”

“Emerging?” he heard LaFontaine murmur.  Harris had his attention more on Wright though, wondering if his lack of a gun would be seen as the weak point in their formation.

“I see a figure now!” Baker declared from the opposite side of the smoke.

“I’ve got it,” Harris affirmed.  “Do not fire unless provoked!”  The smoke wasn’t that thick, billowing closer to the ground, allowing the silhouette to resolve.  Someone crouching, seemed female, but with an extra arm?  No, there was someone else there too, next to her.

“Second hostile,” LaFontaine confirmed.

“Come out of the smoke with your hands up,” the Colonel ordered.  “We do not want to have to use deadly force!”

The only reply was the remark “Levitation”, accompanied by a sudden blue glow in the air where the two mysterious individuals were positioned.  Some sort of weapon?

“Last chance,” Harris decided.  “Surrender now, or…”

Even knowing what he did about the Project, what happened next caught him completely off guard.  The female figure shot directly up into the air, leaping higher than should have been possible – and she didn’t come down.  Having dragged the second figure up there with her, she moved laterally out of the clearing, at the height of the treetops.  She was wearing… but that was ridiculous.  Knee high blue boots, a pleated skirt, and a white silk shirt with patches of blue on it.

The firing of a gun snapped Harris out of his temporary incredulity, but by the time he’d raised his own weapon, the target had cleared the trees and was out of range.  He looked over towards LaFontaine.  “I assumed that whatever that was, it fell under the umbrella of being provoked, sir,” she said, sounding almost apologetic.  “Even so, I missed.”

“Under the circumstances,” he remarked, staring back up at the treeline.  “Both reactions are quite understandable.”

Wright approached, his response to the situation being a little more animated.  “Did the rest of you just see that?” he said, not even trying to mask his shock.  “Because it looked to me like some sort of superhero swooped in and out from nowhere!”

“Yes, we saw that too,” Harris said, trying to keep his tone level.  “Everyone!” he shouted, suddenly aware that they had been stunned into complacency.  “Back to your positions, keep alert, there may be more!”

Everyone quickly returned to their prior locations.  However, the smoke was now dissipating, and there seemed to be no sign of anyone else.  After a couple of additional minutes, Harris decided there was nothing more about to come through.  “Stand down,” he ordered, putting his gun away.

“So do we pursue the first… whatever she was?” Baker asked, having come over to rejoin them.  He said it calmly, but his face looked even more incredulous than Wright’s had been.

“No,” Harris decided.  “I doubt it we would catch up, moreover, that may have been an attempt to distract, or otherwise interrupt our actions here.  Remove those fry pans, clear the remaining smoke, and let’s double time our digging efforts.  We’re onto something.”

“Shouldn’t we at least make a report, sir?” LaFontaine questioned.

“That would require one of us to trek an hour out of this site.  I’d prefer we stick together and complete our business as quickly as possible.  However, perhaps you can take some shorthand notes, Wright?  Seeing as you’re not inclined to dig?”

“Oh, sure,” their liaison agreed.  “I can do that.  Not that this experience would make much sense for anyone reading about it…”

“You are thinking we may not get a chance to report back,” the Major stated, very matter-of-factly.  “And want an account should that be the case.”

Harris grimaced slightly.  He couldn’t deny her statement.  “Something happened to the guy in the tent,” was all he said.  “I don’t intend to vanish the same way.”

***

Simon stared up at her.  Then the wind rustled her skirt a little higher, and he quickly averted his gaze.  Her hands were gripping at his wrists, and his at hers, though she was obviously straining a bit under his weight.  She wasn’t flying horizontally either, it was more forward movement at a 45 degree angle.  That had to be adding some wind resistance, though he supposed that his body, hanging vertically, was something of a deadweight either way.

She had changed!  That was the thing that kept cycling through his mind, drawing his eyes back up.  No longer was she wearing that schoolgirl outfit, she was now dressed much more like, well, a superheroine.  There really was no better way to describe it, what with the boots, skirt and the patches of clouds on her silken top.  Her hair had even been tied back into a ponytail… and in fact, it was shorter than it had been before, no question.  She even seemed younger.

She had changed!  Yet it was somehow more than that, as Simon had to keep reminding himself that this was Rebekah.  As if some part of his mind required constant convincing of that fact, in order for him to accept that this girl was the same one he had been speaking with in that pocket dimension.  He closed his eyes, trying to think back to when the transformation had actually taken place.  (Plus the only other way to avoid staring at her was to stare at the sky or the treetops moving beneath his feet, which was highly disconcerting.)

She had pulled him out of the dimension, into the smoke.  They had been crouching, he had been squinting, making it harder to see… and she had said something about levitating, while drawing two triangles in the air with her index finger, triangles in the form of her six pointed star.  The image of the star had briefly given off a blue light, which had washed over Rebekah’s form.  Had she momentarily released his hand?  He couldn’t recall.  But abruptly, she had been there, this girl in blue, grabbing him by the wrists and jumping up.

Simon felt his foot knock against a tree limb, and he reopened his eyes.  They seemed to be flying lower.  “Uhm… hey…”

“Yeah, not… used to passengers…” she fired back, breathing hard.  “Gotta… set down…”

“Whoa!” Simon protested, as they suddenly delved below the treeline, and a branch almost smacked him in the face.  As it was, he only had a twig graze by his cheek before his feet were on the ground.  She released his wrists, and he fell to his knees as she glided just past him, in order to land and lean against a tree, her chest heaving.

Simon waited a moment to adjust to being on the ground again, as well to allow the girl to catch her breath.  Allow Rebekah to catch her breath.  What she had done…  “You are Rebekah,” he said at last, trying not to make it come out as a question.

She looked back over at him.  “Essentially,” she answered.  “I’m Rebekah in the form of Wings.  I suppose your mind is trying to comprehend that.  Think of me as Wings, ironically it helps with the association.”

“Um, sure.”  He pursed his lips.  “Nice outfit.”

Wings seemed to pinken about the cheeks, more so than the recent exertion could explain.  She was blushing again.  “Bit of a self indulgence,” she admitted.  “When I do connect with the outside world, I tend to look more to sciences and science fiction, as they’re a good indication of where you’re at in comparison to me.  Last time, that included the concept of superheroes, and as Wings can fly and was my original alternate form…”  She brought her arms out and spun briefly, her ponytail cutting through the air.  “Also,” she finished, pointing her boot out, “the only sensible time to wear these nice boots.  Since I don’t have to actually walk in the heels.”

“But then, Rebekah’s original clothing…?”

“Oh, the schoolgirl thing will come back once I revert.  Bit of an indulgence there too, as I never did attend high school, let alone one dressed in that way… hm, I suppose now that I think about it, I’ve been a bit of a clothes puppy in all my forms.  Can I blame the 60s or the 80s for that?”

“All your… h-how many forms do you have?”

Wings scratched her head.  “Maybe fifty?  I never did a tally.”

Simon, who had started getting up, simply fell back to his knees.  “Fifty?!?”

“Yeah, that’s… a long story, Wings is my only true alternate form, and…”  She shook her head.  “But then you really don’t need to know any of this, seeing as this is where we part company.  I won’t erase your memory, lest it send you into the arms of the military, but you must never speak of my existence to anyone, okay?”

“But… that’s crazy!” Simon protested.  “What do you expect to do out here by yourself?”

She stared at him, as if it was a silly question.  “Figure out why my home was being sought after, purge the records of it, recover my crystal and then go somewhere your old map can’t find me.  Naturally.”

“All that.  By yourself.  You didn’t even know what the internet was!”

Wings frowned and tapped a finger to her lips.  “Point.  What was that again?”

“And what do you intend to do about money?”

“Oh, in the past I’ve just sold some of my older…”  She stopped, looking back in the direction of the clearing, as if suddenly realizing that they’d been forced to leave all of her possessions behind.

“And what about identification, a passport or driver’s license?  Can you even drive a car, or were you hoping to fly around unnoticed?”

“Yes, all right, you’ve made your point,” the brunette said irritably.  “I suppose this is where you offer your assistance to me?”

“It’s an idea, at least,” Simon stated.  “Considering that I’m as curious as you are as to why those guys were out there, not to mention they still have my pack and… oh, damn.  I’m sorry, they have your letter too.”

“Great!” Wings said, throwing her hands into the air.

“Don’t you think we can help each other out though?  I mean, I’m guessing you’ll be good at disguises… once we find you something less flamboyant…”

She stared at him, shifting her weight back and forth as she considered.  “I probably could use assistance,” she yielded at last.  “Though I’m not exactly used to it, since I’ve been working on my own for three centuries.”

Simon shrugged.  “I’m kind of lousy at communicating too.”

Wings sighed.  “All right.  Before we take make it official though, I feel that I have to Hart you.”

He flinched.  “Um… hurt me how?”

“Not hurt.  Hart.  Another form, the one I wanted to use on you back when I was suspicious of your intentions.”

“Oh.”  He pursed his lips, then flexed his fingers and clasped his hands behind his back.  “Okay then.  I can understand that.  Go ahead.”  Wings continued to stare at him.  Simon waited.  He cleared his throat uncertainly.  “Uh… should I turn away?”

“No, I’m just having trouble remembering how I change into her,” Wings said, now looking irritated again.  “She’s only really useful when dealing with others, so I rarely needed…”  She sighed.  “Fiddlesticks.  Hold on.”

The girl in blue stepped away from the tree.  She took up a casual stance, drew in a breath and stated “Flashback,” bringing both hands downwards in front of her.  Initially having her palms nearly touching, she then brought them back up on opposite sides of her body, forming something of a downwards arrow in the air.  One that briefly glowed white, a pervasive image, which held Simon’s attention just long enough for him to miss exactly how Wings had vanished.

Standing before him now was a woman who looked to be in her early to mid-forties, sporting glasses, with her brown hair done up in a bun.  Her attire was fairly plain, and very conservative, a dress with buttons all the way down the front and a skirt reaching to the ground.  Frankly, something a little more in line with how Simon had expected Rebekah to appear, as attire for someone from the year 1692.  “Hart?” he inquired, tentatively.

“Recall,” the woman countered.  She closed her eyes and snapped her fingers.  A few seconds passed, and Recall shook her head.  The fingers again snapped.  Again, some time passed, and this time Simon distinctly heard the woman mutter, “Ooh, I’d forgotten about Cordy,” before the fingers were snapped again.  More seconds ticked by, then abruptly her eyes opened.  “Gotcha!”

Recall brought her hands out in front of her, arcing them this time in the shape of a heart as she intoned, “Sentimentality!”  Again, there was the pervasive image in the air, this time appearing red.  In fact, the image of the heart seemed to suddenly shoot back through Recall’s body, and then… it was a girl in her late teens standing there.

The thing that startled Simon the most this time was that she was no longer a brunette.  Hart was a redhead, her hair stretching about halfway down her back.  She also wore a flower in her hair, a necklace with the peace sign, a short skirted dress with a rather psychedelic print, and another pair of boots… definitively a product of the 1960s.  “R-Rebekah?” he choked out, before he could stop himself.

“Hart,” she countered, raising two fingers in the peace sign before displaying her full palm.  “Now, touch my hand and tell me the first thing that comes to your mind.”

Giving up on understanding for the moment, he did as requested, his gaze continuing to wander over this new form.  Hart seemed a bit chestier than Rebekah too.  “Have you had sex as a flower child then?” he asked.

Their palms jerked apart, Simon’s slapping over his mouth, as Hart glared malevolently at him.  “Oh, I’m s-so sorry, I d-don’t know why that came out,” Simon apologized, belatedly realizing his voice was being muffled by the hand, and pulling it down to clasp both of them together.

“Men!” Hart said, staring at the sky.  “Perhaps I should have said, tell me the first thing that comes to mind about our SITUATION,” she clarified.  “Or to be abundantly clear, tell me the truth about why you came here last night to find me!”  The redhead extended her palm again.

She had done it, Simon realized.  Somehow he had been compelled to reveal his true thoughts just a moment ago.  Immediately focusing his mind on why he had taken this trip, and not on Rebekah’s new form, Simon reached out to touch her palm a second time.  “I came here because I’ve always thought, always WANTED there to be more to life, and I thought this was it,” he heard himself say.  “Actual magic, which could help the world, or at least ease the suffering of people, like those with RAD.  Perhaps even give me a new career goal, and someone to talk to who isn’t as wrapped up in tech the way everyone in our time…”

“Military!” Hart interrupted.

“They have my letters now, the ones I’d been keeping secret, I want them back, I don’t understand what they’re doing here…”

She pulled away from the connection.  “I’m satisfied.  Sorry to seem untrusting to this extent, but…”  She shrugged.  “Of course, it also serves as an introduction to the so-called transformation ‘magic’ that you’re going to be dealing with if you continue this association.  Are you comfortable with that?”

Simon swallowed and ran his fingers back through his hair, before drawing himself up to stand straighter.  “Not going to frighten me off that easily.”  He frowned.  “Though what I said to you just now, some of that I wasn’t even consciously thinking…”

“This persona can reach you on a subconscious level,” Hart explained.  “To be perfectly honest, I’ve never been in tune with Hart the way I have some other dimensional forms, so I’m not exactly sure how she can register truth in that fashion.”

“Did you only acquire her form in the sixties?”

Hart fingered her necklace.  “No, I just dressed her this way, it seemed appropriate.  The original Hart would have gone by another name, and must have existed before 1885… along with the rest of them…”

“The original Hart?”

The redhead sighed.  “The long and complicated story that I don’t want to get into.  Reader’s Digest version – do they still have Reader’s Digest? – I started with the one form, Wings, and inherited the rest in the nineteenth century.  But, high time we were moving,” she continued, in an obvious attempt to change the subject.  “Our lead time over those soldiers won’t last, and they may have reinforcements on the way.  I want to be out of the area by then and tracking the source of their intelligence.”

“Ah, right.”

She took a couple of steps, then suddenly pitched to the side, and would have fallen if she hadn’t been able to brace herself against a tree trunk. “Hart!” Simon called out, rushing to her side, only to have her slash her hand diagonally in front of herself.  Then it was Rebekah that he ended up reaching out to support.  That was definitely going to take some getting used to.  “What happened?”

“I…”  Rebekah shook her head, long brown hair waving back and forth behind her.  “Nothing.  Needed to switch back to more sensible shoes is all.”

Simon frowned, suddenly wishing he had Hart’s abilities, as he wasn’t sure he believed that.  “You’re sure?”

“Let’s go,” his companion concluded, pushing herself back upright and continuing to walk.  Simon paced her carefully for a moment, but she didn’t falter again.  Of course, he also noticed how she didn’t propose transforming herself back into Wings, or do any other dimensional manipulations for the rest of their walk back.

***

“What is it?”

“What we’ve been looking for,” Harris said in response to Baker’s question.  He had noticed a glow beneath the dirt moments ago, and scraping the soil aside had revealed what seemed to be a chunk of crystal.  It was slightly larger than a fist, highly regular in shape, and pulsing with some sort of inner glow.

“How can we be certain, sir?” LaFontaine questioned.

“It matches the ancient texts,” the Colonel said, partly as a response, and partly in surprise as he reached out to pick it up using his handkerchief.  Then, realizing he had overstepped, he corrected his response to, “It’s one of the possible artifact forms that General Krantz expected.”

“Then you DID have an idea of what it looked like?” came Wright’s voice, from out of sight on the other side of the tent.  Harris elected to ignore the outburst.

“In that case, do you think it’s the only one here?” the Major continued.

“Well, there’s one check that should satisfy such concerns,” Harris concluded.  “It’s small enough that I’m going to place it inside the carrying case for our detector.  The case itself is shielded, and should presumably block out any frequencies emitted by this crystal.  If doing that fixes the problems with our electronics, we’ll have all we need.”

Holding the crystal carefully in one hand, he reached his other up towards Baker, who had come to observe from the edge of the hole ever since the glow had appeared.  “Help me out,” he requested.

“So, no bones then,” Baker quipped as he assisted the Colonel and then the Major.  “That’s comforting.”

“If you’re all done there, I have more food for thought,” Wright spoke up, standing and moving away from the tent as he held up a sheet of paper.  Having finished taking notes a short time ago, he’d started to go through Simon Black’s things.  “It’s an ancient looking letter among this guy’s belongings.  Supposedly written by one Rebekah Spelling.  Name sound familiar to the rest of you?”

Harris glanced over towards the cross.  “No way is THAT a coincidence,” he remarked, as he carefully put the pulsing crystal into the detector case, then snapped it shut.  “Now, what’s our status?”

LaFontaine pulled out her GPS.  “Checking, sir… display is functional.  Getting a reading.”  Baker ran a quick check on the radios, with similar results.

“All right,” Harris concluded.  “We double time it back to the town, to check in on that other hotel room and see if there’s more information there about this Black.  A few additional questions in town to see if there was a sighting of that… flying… person.”  He cleared his throat.  “Then we return the artifact to base.”

“Are we still bringing all of Black’s gear too?” Wright wondered.

Harris paused.  “Leave the tent, and some meager supplies, but bring the pack and for sure that letter.  Let’s also leave behind a tracker, so that we can easily locate this spot again, from the air if necessary.  Any questions?”  Wright shook his head, as did the others.  “Right then.  Prepare to depart ASAP.”  Tucking his handkerchief back into his pocket Harris moved to retrieve his spade.

***

“That must be their vehicle,” Simon remarked, peering around the side of the hotel.  “I don’t see any other sign of a military presence though.”

“They were probably keeping it low key,” Rebekah concluded.  “Good!  Moreover, that same interference that was messing up your iPhone will probably keep them from calling anyone else in right away.  Let’s hurry up and check their rooms.”

“You don’t feel like stopping for a quick bite first?” Simon suggested, conscious of the fact that it was almost noon and he hadn’t eaten yet.  Rebekah shot him a look.  “Or we can do that later and break and enter now,” he affirmed.

The two of them headed around the building.  The manager at the desk glanced up, but resumed looking over his paper after Simon gave a slight wave without stopping.  He paused once they reached the first locked guest room door.  “So,” he murmured, keeping his voice low.  “Do you have some sort of form where you can pass through walls?”

“No,” Rebekah said.  “What about you, does your slight of hand skillset include the ability to pick locks?”

“No,” Simon admitted.  “We haven’t thought this out too well.”

She sighed.  “Well, what do people in the late twentieth century do when they want to enter a place illegally?”

Simon grimaced.  “Google it, I guess.”  He pulled his iPhone back out.  “Also, it’s the twenty-first century.”

“Whatever.  And what’s googling?  Sounds like ogling.”

Simon smothered a smile.  “This is googling,” he answered, idly noting that his phone’s display was again functional.  Still, it took him a few seconds to remember how to pull up the browser application, and then the keyboard, as he never had used Keith’s gift for much other than it’s cellular capabilities.  “Okay, so now I type lockpicking into the search engine, and …”  He hit search, and eyed the results.  Wikipedia was one of the first pages, but that probably wouldn’t give instructions…

The phone was snatched out of his grasp by Rebekah, who had been peering over his shoulder.  “My God!  Over 300,000 results?!  What kind of memory storage is in this thing?  And how did you get such a such criminal device?”

“That’s what I was saying before,” Simon said, again trying not to be amused by her wide eyed reaction.  “Internet.  Billions of web pages out there, on every topic from lockpicking to fruit picking, accessible by anyone with the technology.”

The brunette looked up at him, then down at the device, then back up at him.  “Okay, I didn’t think I was out of touch THAT long… I mean, I knew advancements were moving forwards in leaps and bounds, but…”  She looked back down, then abruptly tapped her own inquiry into the search field.  “Dimensional rifts… 136,000 results?!?”  She followed one of the links.  “But… this isn’t scientific, it’s talking about…”  She looked back up.  “I thought Star Trek was cancelled in the 60s.”

“There’s a lot of older data that’s been digitized,” Simon said, opting not to get into the whole franchise aspect or revival of old television shows.

“This is INCREDIBLE,” Rebekah said, tapping away again at the device in awe.  “I mean, in the span of – oh, what, twenty, thirty years? – the world has gone from paper to electronics!”

“Well, there’s still a lot of paper,” Simon corrected her.  “We need it, since the internet is full of more clutter and random opinion pieces than there are cars on the road.  In fact it’s more like we’ve moved from hours of searching through books to find the right information to hours of searching through the internet to find the right information.  Not because info is hard to find, but because so much of it is buried or wrong!”

Rebekah stared.  “That’s remarkably cynical.”

Realizing he’d started gesturing, Simon lowered his arms.  “Okay, possibly I’m exaggerating a bit.  But with the rise of electronics, we not only have more data to sift through, but more to remember in terms of passwords and account IDs and IP addresses... which are constantly changing due to identity theft, so…”

“Okay, okay!  Calm down,” Rebekah implored.

Simon slumped.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to start ranting.  I should count my blessings, it’s not like I was just get driven out of my home by the military – let’s get back to the lockpicking.”

“That’s… wait,” she said, smiling ruefully.  “This is obviously important if you feel that strongly.  So let me attempt to console you with the fact that, whether you like or dislike technology, be it the telegraph or the inter-net, the one constant I’ve observed through the centuries is that it’s about people trying to make connections.  The human element, it’s always there.  Don’t lose sight of it.”

“Uhm.  Yeah, I guess,” Simon said.  He half smiled himself.  “Though if you like connections, you’ll love Facebook.”

“Oh yes?” Rebekah mused, lifting an eyebrow.  She drew the iPhone a bit closer to her chest.  “I don’t suppose I could keep your device, whenever you’re not using it?  I’m thinking it could help bring me up to speed.”

“Sure,” he agreed.  “I think I have unlimited data use on there.”

“Thanks!” she said, more beaming than smiling now.  In fact, for a moment Simon thought she was about to hug him, before she caught herself, turning the move into a stretch, and then leaning her body in towards the door instead.  “So.  Lockpicking.”

“Right.  You know,” he realized.  “Perhaps it makes more sense to go in through a window around the back.”

“Windows would be easier,” Rebekah agreed.

“Unless we’re talking about operating systems.”  He shook his head off her uncertain look.  “Nevermind… you’ll get that joke later.”

The two of them circled around to the back of the building again.  On the bright side, with this being more of a lodging house than a set of individual hotel rooms, there was a large enough window at the back that they wouldn’t have to boost themselves up too high or crawl inside.  On the down side, it was locked; moreover, any other rooms that the military might be using were located on the second floor.  “Okay, new plan,” Simon proposed.  “I get checked out and put all my stuff into my rental car before we smash the glass.  That way we can make a quick getaway.”

“Alright,” Rebekah yielded after a moment of thought.  “But make it fast.  I’ll use the time productively by checking in the general store here, to see if they know anything about why the military are around.”

“Okay… er, do you need my phrasebook?  Or do you actually speak French?”

“I’ve picked up some over the decades, but I’ll probably just use Lang.”

“Uh huh… Lang being…”

Rebekah grinned.  “Language specialist.”  She closed her eyes, made a couple of experimental gestures that didn’t seem to do anything, then with a murmur of “Lingua,” suddenly sketched a character in the air that Simon didn’t recognize.  In retrospect, he decided it had to be a Chinese character, for once the afterimage had shimmered black and spiraled into nothing, there was a twentysomething oriental standing there.

“You’re… oriental,” Simon said, stating the rather obvious fact before he could stop himself.  Lang was much shorter than the other forms he had seen, with short, dark hair that didn’t quite reach her shoulders.  Yet she was dressed as if to blend in, wearing clothes that Simon guessed to be typical for this area a couple of decades ago.

“Chinese,” Lang clarified – speaking English.  “You didn’t think all my forms were Caucasian, did you?”

“I guess I didn’t think about it at all.  Can you blend in here looking like that though?”

“C’est un peu difficile,” Lang responded.  Off Simon’s uncertain look, she translated the French.  “It’s a little difficult.  Though it has been easier in more recent times, and I’ve been able to pass myself off before as someone passing through, to visit in-laws in the vicinity.”

“Huh.  How many languages do you know then?  Do they extend to written as well as verbal, and can you learn new…”

“Let’s please save the discussion,” Lang interrupted.  “The clock is ticking.”

“Ah, of course.  Meet you back out front in about fifteen minutes then,” Simon concluded ruefully.  He watched her walk off, her strides purposeful.  “Definitely preferable to Babel fish,” he mused, before heading to his room.

It was actually about twenty minutes later that they regrouped.  Simon had not only packed away his suitcases in the car, he had repositioned it for a quick getaway and grabbed a pair of gloves to cover any fingerprints.  For her part, Lang had only managed to discover that two of the military officers had gone to the store, asking questions about Simon.

“The clerk didn’t know anything about why they were here,” the dark haired girl stated.  “However, I did get a name.  She’d heard the one guy call the woman LaFontaine.  It stuck in her mind, since the name sounded like it was of French origin.  I couldn’t ask anything beyond that though, not without seeming highly suspicious.  It was already suspicious once I grabbed a bag of chips, then realized I couldn’t pay for it.  Speaking of, do you have some money I could use?”

“Oh… um, sure, though my on-hand cash is all American.  I was using credit cards to pay for my room and the supplies.”

She shrugged.  “I’m guessing we’re headed south of the border soon anyway.”

Simon nodded, and pulled out his wallet, though he paused again as he was removing the bills.  “If I give these to you now, will they stay with Lang, or will Rebekah actually have access to them after switching back?”

“Unless I specifically concentrate on an object, to keep it in the dimension with this persona, Rebekah gets it,” Lang affirmed.

Simon handed over the money.  “How did you find all this stuff out?  Trial and error?”

Lang pursed her lips.  “Again, it’s a long – ”

“—story, right.  I should stop asking,” Simon finished.  He put his wallet away, then hefted a rock and glanced at the window.  “Are we ready?”

“Let’s do it.”

Simon nodded.  He shifted the rock from one hand to the other.  “I grabbed an older shirt here too, to knock out bits of jagged glass… we’ll want to be careful.”

“Right.  Go for it.”

“Are we sure the coast is clear?”

“No one was nearby when I came around here, and this building is right next to the woods anyway,” Lang assured.  “Hurry it up!”

“You don’t think there’s an alarm do you?  Because I—”

“Simon!”

He winced.  “I’m sorry!  I’ve just never done anything quite this illegal before.”

Lang stared at him.  She then reached down to grab her own rock, and before Simon could protest, heaved it at the window.  The glass smashed, and after quickly grabbing the inside curtain to knock out a couple of larger shards, Lang was climbing into the room.  “I’ve done a bit of everything by now,” she remarked as she went.

“Euh, okay,” Simon affirmed, dropping his rock and scrambling to follow.  He had to take a bit more care, belatedly realizing that Lang’s smaller form had been an advantage, and perhaps why she had not transformed herself back.  On the bright side, there didn’t seem to have been an alarm; at the same time, he didn’t feel comfortable being there.

“Try not to disturb anything!” Lang noted, poking through the suitcase that had been left on the floor.  “We don’t want them to know what we have or haven’t seen.”

“Um, yeah,” Simon affirmed.  Yet disappointingly, there didn’t seem to be much to see.  He shuffled through some papers on the desk, but they were merely local maps and information about the region.

“I think this is LaFontaine’s stuff,” Lang murmured as she shut the suitcase.  “That’s helpful, now I can –”

There was a knock at the bedroom door.  “Ca va?  You hokay?” came the voice of the manager.  “J’ai entendu quelque chose.”

Simon’s gaze flashed to Lang in alarm.  She shrugged and motioned back towards the broken window, even as she spun and headed for the bathroom.  Simon looked to the window, then back at her retreating form.  What was she doing??

“Allo?” came the voice at the door again.  Then there was the sound of a keyring.  “Quelqu’un la bas?”

Another reason for Rebekah to have stuck with Lang would be her ability to understand what was being said now, though Simon suspected it couldn’t be good.  He edged to the window, wondering if maybe his partner in crime had prepared another transformation to get herself out of this.  She had motioned for him to leave…

There was the sound of the keyring again, then suddenly Lang was running out of the bathroom, brandishing what looked like a toothbrush.  She made shooing motions at him as she approached.  Getting the message, Simon hastily tried to exit, finding it had been a little easier going in than out, as he almost fell on his face this way.  Lang jumped after him, reaching in to pull the curtain closed over the broken window pane as Simon heard the interior door open.

“Buys us a few seconds,” the oriental girl breathed.  “Come on, let’s go, go!”  She reached to help him up with her free hand, and as he stumbled to his feet, Simon noticed that along with the toothbrush she was also holding some hairpins.

“To the car then,” he said, stumbling forwards as he reflected that items of personal grooming were an odd thing to be concerned about during a heist.  He could have bought her a toothbrush of her own, really…

Shaking his head, he pulled out his keys, remotely unlocked the doors to his rental as he got close, and jumped into the driver’s seat even as Lang got into the passenger side.  No, he corrected himself – Rebekah was now herself again, she must have changed back in the short time when he’d stopped paying attention.  “Where to?” he wondered.  “We didn’t find anything out!  Did we?”

“Head south.  We’ll figure out what we need on the way.”

“We will?”

“Farsight can see other people if she has a name and a personal item,” she explained in a rush, holding up the toothbrush again.  “But I need a moment to recharge and we can’t exactly stick around here anymore!”

“Um, point,” Simon yielded.  Shifting the automatic into drive, he headed away from the parking lot, briefly checking his mirrors for any signs of pursuit.

***

“They have a couple hours headstart on us, General,” Harris said into the phone.  “It couldn’t be helped, not if we wanted to ensure we got the artifact.”

“Understood,” came Krantz’s reply.  “You’re certain this Simon Black is connected, and working with the female?”

“Positive, sir,” Harris confirmed.  “Given the discovery of his belongings in the clearing, including that note, his subsequent checkout here, and the hotel manager remembering a sighting of Black with a brunette a little while before the break-in, I don’t think there can be any doubt.”

“Yet no identity on this female who, as you say, seemed to have the ability of flight?”

“No, sir.  Though the name on the gravesite and in Black’s letter was that of a Rebekah Spelling, if that’s of importance.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line.

“Sir?”

“I’m here,” Krantz broke back in.  “Let’s just say that is an interesting name to have come across.  A most interesting name.”

“Yes, sir,” Harris replied, not having any clue why it was of importance.

“Certain details shall continue to remain classified,” Krantz offered up, perhaps detecting some uncertainty in the Colonel’s tone.  “Suffice to say, at one point, there was some debate as to whether the Rivers Project should be renamed the Spelling Project.”

“Ah.  That is interesting, sir,” Harris agreed, still not really any closer to understanding –  though perhaps it added an extra level to the Project’s timeline?

“Those two must be found.  We will, of course, put out an all points bulletin, but we can’t trust that they’ll travel by standard routes.  The best thing is to have the Major track them from your current location.”

“Track them, sir?”

“Follow them,” the General stated, seemingly irritated at having to clarify the point.  “It shouldn’t be too difficult.  Use that Colin Wright to co-ordinate with local law enforcement as necessary.  We’ll also provide LaFontaine with information on Black’s credit accounts and any relatives he may have in the area.”

“Yes, sir.  But why the Major?”

“Because I need you to personally get that artifact back here ASAP.  I don’t trust anyone else with it.  Don’t forget, its properties may well be the missing link!  Why, just this morning we lost two more personnel to RAD!”

“That’s… understood, sir.”

“Why the hesitation?” Krantz said curtly.

Harris winced slightly, glad that their phone conversation wasn’t using a video feed.  Bad enough that his voice was betraying him.  “Sir, Major LaFontaine has not been briefed about the Project,” he explained.  “Which isn’t to say that she won’t do her duty, but I feel that she and Baker would perform better if they had some context for the situation.  Not to mention how beneficial it would be, given the apparent flight risk.”

There was another silence on the other end.  Harris winced again, wishing he could call back that pun.  It had been accidental.

“I’ll authorize LaFontaine to have the basic background then,” Krantz concluded.  “About the Project’s genesis, Melinda Rivers, and our current goals.  But not Baker.”

“Yes, sir.  Understood.”

“Leave the detector with her as well.  There is a chance of it picking up traces of the female – whom we might as well call Spelling – and that should help.”

“Very well.”

“That’s all then,” the General concluded.  “I’ll see that we have a plane waiting for you once you get back to the airport.”

***

“Will you put that thing away already?” Simon requested of his companion, as the waitress departed, having taken both of their orders.

Rebekah glanced up from Simon’s iPhone and looked around the small café.  “He’s using one too,” she said, gesturing towards the man at the counter.  Simon looked over; the person she had indicated seemed to be entering information into a Blackberry while he waited for his sandwich to be prepared.

He turned back.  “That’s not my point.”

“Oh.  I thought you were worried about me blending in.”

“No, it’s more a matter of being upset that the one person on Earth whom I sought out, in the hopes of finding a kindred spirit against technology, is now spending more time surfing the web than assisting in our covert activities.”

Rebekah opened her mouth as if to protest, then with a faint blush, shut down the application she was running and set the iPhone to the side.  “Sorry.  TV Tropes, while being an interesting way to catch up on pop culture, does seem to put one into an never ending set of links.”

Simon sighed and pressed his fingers to his forehead.  “I suppose some things can only be learned by experience.”

“This research WILL make me less likely to gape the next time we pass an electronics store,” she justified.

“Or press your face right up against the glass and then spin to me and ask why anyone would pay that much for a television, or even need screen that large?”

Rebekah sighed.  “I already apologized for that too.  In my defense, I think you had a similar expression on your face after my first transformation.”

Simon thought back, bringing his hand down to rub the back of his neck.  “All right, but this isn’t bringing us any closer to tracking down LaFontaine or your military group.”

“Mmmm.  I have been thinking about that though,” Rebekah countered.  “I said that my earlier attempt failed because I didn’t have enough information, yes?”

Simon nodded.  They had made the attempt at least an hour ago, before coming all the way into Montreal’s downtown core.  Simon had learned that Farsight’s appearance was that of a curly haired black woman in her early twenties.  At the same time, Rebekah had learned that having LaFontaine’s toothbrush and last name was, apparently, insufficient for her to lock on.  Or at least, not clearly.  “I’m seeing wavy images that are garbled,” she’d complained.  “I suppose because I’ve never even seen this LaFontaine, let alone touched her – perhaps if I can locate her full name using the internet, I’ll have better luck.”

This had brought Rebekah back to the iPhone – which wasn’t that great of a change from what she’d been doing on the whole car ride in the first place – while Simon had driven them the rest of the way into Montreal proper.  He’d figured that coming here, to a city with a large International Airport, they could blend in more, given that someone had to be looking for him by now.  This left the question of Rebekah not having a passport (in the past, she had flown across borders under her own power), but before they even looked into buying tickets, Simon had insisted on getting food, stopping at the nearest café.

“Okay,” the brunette continued.  “This Lafontaine, she’s military.  Must have a rank, and moreover, she’s probably being addressed by that right now, more so than her first name.”

“You couldn’t locate her first name then?”

Rebekah made a face.  “You were right, there’s a lot of irrelevant information out there.  I suppose I’d held out some hope that she had made a public name for herself, but no luck.”

Simon half smiled at her acknowledgment of the difficulty.  “Okay, so you’re thinking of substituting her rank for a name – but how do you know what rank she is?”

“I have a suspicion, from seeing her uniform in the suitcase,” she said.  “I also googled military ranks.”  She grinned, obviously pleased to be able to use that term.  “There’s a finite number.  Worst case, I shall try them all.  Between that and the personal effects, I think my connection will stabilize.”

He nodded.  “All right, then as soon as we’ve eaten let’s find somewhere to…”  His voice tailed off as Rebekah peered out briefly again from their booth, scanning the café, then sat back in place and sketched the image of an eye in the air in front of her.

“Connection,” she stated as she completed the sketch, and then Simon found himself sitting across from Farsight once again.  She was more brown than black, he reflected upon this second look, but more to the point, she would definitely stand out now.  Not so much because of her skin colour, but because her outfit was dated not unlike Hart’s, the highlights of it being a coloured headband and bellbottom pants.

“You’re not exactly being subtle here!” Simon protested.

“As long as no one’s looking at me really intently when I change, their minds will interpret the situation as Rebekah having left, followed by me arriving,” Farsight said matter-of-factly.  “I’d rather not delay on this attempt, now that I’ve thought it through, since we’ve been held up long enough as it is.”

“Because you were browsing the internet,” Simon countered.

“I’d hoped for a better plan!  Look, if you’re going to keep bashing on technology in every conversation…”

“No, no… I’m sorry,” he apologized.  He hadn’t really meant it as an accusation on technology anyway; it was more a frustration over their inability to communicate.

“Fine.  Again, I’ll appear sort of meditative on this end.  Make an excuse for me, if it becomes necessary.”

“But what could I… oh, fine,” Simon said in resignation as Farsight’s eyes closed, the toothbrush and hairpins gripped in both hands.  As soon as she was done here – and after he’d finally eaten – he would demand that she stop playing with the iPhone and talk to him.  To hell with his usual avoidance of communication.

When the waitress returned with the meals, she did a slight doubletake.  Glancing over the seemingly meditating Farsight, she then turned her gaze to Simon, lifting an eyebrow in an unspoken question.  “She’s, ah, practicing for a part in a play,” he ventured.  “It’s supposed to be real groovy.”

***

Major Kim LaFontaine came from a military family.  Her grandfather had been involved in resistance efforts during the Second World War in France, and after his emigration to America, his son (Kim’s father) had opted to join the Armed Forces.  Add to that the fact that Kim’s mother was a teacher, and both a sense of discipline along with the necessity of following instructions had played a reasonably large part in her life as she’d grown up.

Of course, this didn’t mean that Kim would never mentally question an order.  A measure of initiative and the ability to think for herself had also been highlighted as important traits.  Still, when a superior officer told you to do something, there was usually a very good reason for it, one that he or she was not necessarily obligated to reveal.  Kim had been on both sides of this coin, and appreciated the difficulties involved… yet it had never before felt quite as frustrating at it did on this mission.

So far, all she had been told, or had been able to piece together, was that :

1) The artifact they had sought was connected to the Rivers Project, a supposedly dormant file that had, once upon a time, concerned improving low ranking soldiers.

2) The artifact itself emitted a frequency that interfered with electronics, and even magnetic devices such as her compass.  Which implied that it’s applications would be technological, not biological, as the first point implied.

3) The artifact itself might have a mutable form, or have many variations, at least some of which were biological and known in more ancient times.  Kim rather suspected that if Colonel Harris had turned up bones in that grave, then that was what they would be sending back – possibly restoring credence to the first point.  Was there some aspect here that they could biologically engineer?

4) Simon Black and Rebekah Spelling (using that name seemed better than “the flying female”) were loose ends that needed to be tied up.  Was the latter perhaps a product of this Rivers Project, who had been thought lost?  She hadn’t seemed military; perhaps there had been testing on civilians.  But could that testing really have taken place in 1692?

It was all pure speculation, of course.  Kim knew she could speculate all she liked, the same way she could speculate as to why someone would want to break into her room and steal her toothbrush (and she was certain it had been stolen, not misplaced).  Ultimately, there was little point to such guesswork – or it had seemed like there was little point, until Colonel Harris had told her that she would be in charge of pursuing this Black individual, and establishing his connection to the Project.

Fortunately, he was a good commanding officer, anticipating her request for further details on said Project.  However, owing to the interests of time, the presence of Baker and Wright in their car, and what Harris had stated as “a need to clarify things in my mind first”, it wasn’t until they had reached the airport that he finally took her aside to discuss the situation, using a secured room within the terminal to do so.

“Project Rivers,” the Colonel stated, once they were alone.  “What do you know of it?”

Kim stated only the first point of her four, choosing to keep things simple.  Harris nodded.  “Here is what else you need to know then.”  He exhaled, and something about the way in which he did it made her wonder how much of what he was about to say would sound implausible.  She steeled herself, clasping her hands behind her back.

“No one is entirely certain how long the Project itself has been going on,” Harris began.  “It was not always military.  However, it started being referred to as the Rivers Project some time in the early 1800s, and the name stuck when we took it over.  It was so named on account of an individual, one Melinda Rivers.  She died in 1888.  At the age of 138.”

Kim forced herself not to react, though when he paused, apparently to check her response, she ventured, “That’s rather a long life span for the time.”

“It’s older than the oldest person to ever live.”

“That had occurred to me.  Unless you include certain biblical figures.  Sir.”

“Don’t worry about the honourifics,” Harris said.  “We’re off book here.  For all intents and purposes, this conversation isn’t happening.”  He shook his head.  “I must say, you’ve taken that revelation rather better than I did.  At any rate, it seems this Melinda was able to live that long owing to some sort of higher dimensional manipulations.  Her ability to manipulate space in that way was, it is believed, not exclusive, though it is apparently quite rare.  We have been studying it.”

“To what end?”

Harris gave a small shrug.  “A number of those details remain classified, even to me.  What I can tell you is that the file has not been so dormant lately.  In the early 1990s, with instances of the Rapid Aging Disease on the rise, it was reopened.  The hope was that the secret of Melinda’s longevity could lead towards a cure.”

Kim suspected that her eyebrows had lifted, and she lowered her head a bit to cough into her hand, regaining her control.  “I see.  Yet this work could not proceed?”

“Once more, I’m not certain, but there was at least no way of testing without an artifact, as only it seems capable of generating the dimensional frequencies which Melinda seemed to be able to access naturally.  Attempts to reproduce it mechanically have all failed.  History records that a crystal of the type we recovered was once passed down a British ancestral line, but it went missing over three hundred years ago.”

Kim nodded slowly.  “So Simon Black may be connected to this ancestral line, and may have additional information.”

“Or he may be working for somebody else.  Possibly someone dangerous.  After all, given what we saw in the clearing, it would appear that someone else has succeeded in performing dimensional manipulation.”

“Indeed.  And Rebekah Spelling?”

“Again, no details, but she may be connected to the crystal, be another girl like Melinda, or even be a dimensional anomaly summoned by Black.  The General believes it possible that she will register on the detector.  Either way, you see now the importance of finding out what the two of them know.  Particularly given that RAD has become a worldwide pandemic.”

“Understood.  Sir,” Kim added, as that seemed to be the extent of what she was going to be told “off book”.  She coughed slightly once again.  “If you could give me a moment alone to digest that?”

“Perfectly understandable,” Harris agreed.  “I’ll go obtain the file on Black, which should have arrived here along with my plane.”

Kim watched as he left the room, folding her arms across her chest as she considered how much this new information changed things.  There was no question that it had to be the truth – it was too farfetched to be otherwise – but setting that aside, one important question that had not yet been resolved was that of Black’s abilities, and whether he might respond better to reason or force.  Well, perhaps the file would tell her.  She hoped not to have to find out the answer the hard way.

Behind Kim, an invisible spectre watched for another full minute before deciding that nothing more would immediately present itself.  She then closed her eyes, reopening them in within her physical body, inside a Montreal café.  Her fists clenched and unclenched as she replayed parts of the conversation within her mind.  But she would be remain calm.  That’s right, calm.  Perfectly calm.  She was in her happy place, everything was fine, would be fine, had to be fine…

“Did that work then?” Simon asked.

Farsight opened her mouth to reply, but in lieu of a response, elected to punch the napkin holder into submission.

***

“It was part of the play, she got carried away with method acting, here’s my credit card to cover any damages,” Simon said in a rush, fumbling for his wallet.

“If she’s gonna do that anymore, I’m gonna call police,” the waitress fired back.  “Moreover, I’ll bring your bill now, so you finish eating and be gone soon!”

“You bet,” Simon said, as the server stalked off.  At least she spoke English, so for once he understood the trouble they were in.  He turned his attention back to Farsight, prepared to lay into her for that irrational display of violence… but then he saw the tears stinging at her eyes.  He settled for a hushed, “What the hell was that about?”

“Melinda.  It goes back to Melinda!” she said, clenching her fists again – and Simon grabbed her wrist, noticing that she’d managed to scrape her knuckles on the metal edge of the napkin holder on their table.

“Hey, you need to be careful!” he said, reaching for one of the spilled napkins to blot at the blood.  She flinched slightly and looked down, probably noticing her injury for the first time.

“I… sorry.  Again,” Farsight said quietly.  “I just… how am I supposed to…”  She closed her eyes, a tear spilling from the corner of her cheek.  Then in an abrupt move, she brought her free hand up in a slash – what Simon was starting to think of as the ‘cancelling’ motion – and Rebekah’s form was back.  Notably, he saw that both the tear on her cheek and the cuts on her hand remained.

“Whatever you saw, whatever the problem is, we’ll handle it, alright?” Simon said.

“How?  I mean, they were talking about Melinda Rivers!  I didn’t think anyone else even remembered!  How am I supposed to make them forget when this has been building for over a hundred years?!”

“I don’t know,” Simon admitted, not clear on what she was talking about.  “But right now, the important thing is to stay calm, take a break, and have some food.”  Possibly even grab a nap, as it suddenly occurred to him that he was getting tired.  At least he’d been knocked out for a while last evening – he didn’t know when Rebekah had last slept.

“But –”

“But you need to eat, don’t you?  Let’s do that, and then vacate this place before they’re inclined to kick us out.”

“Yes, but –”

“Ah ah!  No more buts, stop it!  It’ll be okay, Rebekah.  You hear me?  It’s going to be okay!”  He almost believed what he was saying himself, even though he knew that there was obviously a lot more to the story than he was aware of.

She bit her lip slightly, and Simon was pleased to see that she no longer looked like she was on the verge of tears… or, for that matter, on the verge of wrecking the place.  At the same time, she didn’t look like she’d be smiling again any time soon.  “It won’t be,” she murmured after a moment.  “But it’s nice to hear.”  Her gaze slipped down to their meals.  “All right, food is important.”

He finally released her hand and crumpled the napkin, the damage to her knuckles having been mostly superficial.  “It is,” he affirmed.  “And after this, once we’re back at the car, you can bring me up to speed so that we can plan our next move.”

She nodded slowly, and with that they attacked their meals.  In under half an hour they were finished and back out on the street, Simon having paid before they were actually through eating… the waitress having rather pointedly brought the bill, which included an additional charge for the napkin holder.

“So,” Simon began, noticing that it was starting to look like rain, “How –”

He was cut off by a ring, and Rebekah jumped in surprise as she pulled Simon’s iPhone back out of her pocket.  “Why did it do that?  Did I leave something running?”

“No… it is a phone, don’t forget,” Simon remarked, reaching for it.  “Hello?” he said, taking it from her to answer the call.

“Simon, what the hell, man?” came Keith’s voice over the line.

“Keith!  I’m sorry, I meant to call you today, things have just been… rather busy.”

“Oh, it’s cool, don’t worry about that.  You’re just on the government’s most wanted list at the moment, that’s all.”

“I’m… what?”  Simon eyed the phone, Keith’s tone having been a mixture of sarcasm and impatience, making it difficult to know if he was joking.

“I went around to feed your fish after work today, and there were these guys in black suits coming out your front door!” his friend clarified.

“Okay, that’s… disconcerting…”

“They got into this dark car, so I beat tracks for home, where I ran a quick and slightly illegal search on my computer.  You’re on a watch for list, Simon!  So either there was something you didn’t tell me about that Emily person, or your magical wanderings have you crossing the wrong people!”

“Who is it?” Rebekah broke in.

“My friend Keith,” Simon explained quickly, before speaking back into the phone.  “Look, it’s sort of complicated.  The gist is I found Rebekah but the American military took her magical crystal and we need to get it back.”

“It’s not really magi –”  Simon waved his hand for Rebekah to stop, trying to hear Keith.

“Are you talking in code because there’s someone else there?” Keith was saying uncertainly.

“No, listen, I’m serious, I’m in Montreal with Rebekah and we’re trying to figure out why the military sent people after her crystal.”

“Riiiight.  Well, they seem to be looking for you the same way you’re looking for them, excepting they have, you know, resources.”

“Rebekah has some resources too.”

“This being your magical princess?” he said dubiously.

“Yes!  Look, does this have a video feed I can turn on?  Do you want me to snap a picture of her?  She exists!”

“It photographs too?” Rebekah said, tilting her head to the side.

“Hey, it’s not that I don’t believe you,” Keith protested.  “It’s… look, first things first, are you taking the proper precautions?”

“Precautions?”

“Hells yes!  Limiting phone use is a given with you anyway, but paying for things in cash, not using your real name when buying tickets, ditching your rental car for something inconspicuous, that kind of thing.”

“Well, not as such…”

Simon heard Keith groaning at the other end of the line.  “Did you NEVER listen to ANYTHING I used to tell you?!”

“Do you trust this guy?” Rebekah broke back in uncertainly.

“Implicitly,” he answered her, switching ears before talking back into the phone.  “Look, I don’t have much cash, and it’s not like my credit has been declined…”

“They won’t block your card yet, that’d be a tipoff!  But you can bet they’re tracing it!  What have you used it for?”

“Uh, my hotel room, some gas on the way into town, our meal just now…”

“Get to a bank.  NOW,” Keith ordered.  “Withdraw your maximum and stop using credit.  Did you say you were in Montreal?”

“Yeah, drove right here, figured we’d get lost in the crowd…”

A sigh.  “Simon, you’re a nice guy, but you’re hopeless.  Montreal is an island, and they’re probably keeping an eye out at the airport, bus and train stations.  We’ve got to get you out of there ASAP.  They’ll probably figure you to keep going south, so head west, towards that other province.  In a new car, if possible.”

As Keith continued speaking, Simon noticed a bank down the street and started to head in that direction.  “If it’s as bad as you say, maybe I should simply turn myself in…”

“NO!” chorused Rebekah and Keith at the same time.

“They’ll hold you on some trumped up charge, probably connect your activities to the Disease,” Keith continued.

“It’s not the time for that,” Rebekah was saying at the same time.  “I’ll… I’ll tell you the full story, about my other forms, and about Melinda.  Okay?”

Simon froze mid-step and blinked at his companion.  “You mean it?”

Rebekah nodded.  “I probably need an impartial viewpoint.  Plus you kind of deserve it after what you’ve had to put up with.”

“I… that is… thank you, this is… great!” Simon stammered back.

“Hello?” Keith said.  “We still connected?”

“Ah, yeah,” Simon said back into the phone.  “I’m approaching a bank.  Look, I’ll head out of town and then call you back.”

“Hold on, I’m pulling up a map of the city, I’ll find you the best route.  Where exactly are you, and are you sure you’re not being followed yet?”

“Followed?”  Simon glanced around.  There were still a number of pedestrians in the area, either looking for dinner or eyeing the shops lining either side of the street, though the threat of impending rain was helping to thin out the crowd.  “I don’t think so.”

Keith sighed again.  “Give me the nearest cross street.  I’ll phone back in ten minutes with a route.  DON’T call me, I’m using a disposable, I don’t want to be traced.”

“Okay.  No problem,” Simon assured.  He hung up, then looked back to Rebekah.  “We’ll need to postpone talking for a bit I’m afraid – Keith says people are looking for me, so I should get cash and get out of the city.”

“You trust him,” she reiterated, this time more a statement of fact than a question.

Simon nodded.  “Won’t be a moment.”  He went into the bank to deal with the ATM.  When he returned, placing the funds into his wallet, he was briefly alarmed not to see Rebekah; then he realized that the twentysomething Indian woman with dark hair was probably her.  Given the mildly out-of-place yellow sari.

“Why the change?” he asked.

“Sohna has enhanced hearing,” the Indian woman said idly.  She seemed to be looking contemplatively up and down the street.  “I’m tuning in to the surrounding conversations to determine if we are, as you said, being followed.”

“Oh.  And?”

“Nothing yet.  But I can only listen to one area at a time.”

“Mmm hmm… well, let’s get back to the car, Keith is going to phone me back soon.”

Sohna nodded and began to move off with him, the sari not impeding her movements at all; she was obviously comfortable with it.  They made it to a few paces away from the rental vehicle when her lips tightened.  “Your friend was right.  We are being observed,” she said.  “Someone has been watching the car and is now checking us against a description they have.”

Simon’s eyes widened.  “You’re sure?”

“No,” Sohna admitted.  “He’s speaking French.  However, Rebekah knows some of that language, enough for me to get the gist of it.  He’s located across the street, and was just now speaking into a communications device.”

So Rebekah’s forms could access her memories, but not those of her other forms?  Did Sohna even know about Lang?  Shaking that thought off – he always seemed to get off onto tangents with Rebekah – Simon glanced towards the other side of the street as he unlocked the car doors.  There was an officer there, holding a pad and apparently writing a parking ticket.  Was that the person she had been referring to?

The officer looked up, and for a moment their eyes met.  In that moment, Simon knew both that this was the guy, and more, that he’d been identified.  Simon quickly got into his car, and the officer, trying to act casual, clipped his radio back to his belt and stepped out to cross the street.  “Of all the times for Keith to be right, why now?” Simon groaned.  As he started the engine, Sohna entered on the passenger side, closing the car door with care so as not to catch her sari in it.  She quickly did up her seatbelt.

Simon pulled out of the space, only to have the officer step next to his vehicle and tap on the hood.  “Attendez,” the uniformed man requested.  He began to walk around the front of the car to the driver’s side, Simon having stopped the vehicle’s forward motion by reflex.

“Not good,” he murmured.

“Perhaps I can –”

Sohna didn’t get a chance to complete her sentence, as with a quick look in his rearview mirror, Simon shifted the car into reverse and stepped on the gas, pulling away from the surprised policeman.  He managed to get several metres away, at which point he jerked the wheel to the side and put on the parking brake.

The car stopped, misaligned with the lane.  Sohna stared.  “Errr…”

“Gah, those handbrake turns work in the movies!” Simon protested.  He took the brake back off and spun the car in a larger circle, so that he was now heading away in the opposing lane.  “Why did I even try that?  I’m seriously starting to panic here!”

“Stay calm, I’ll help,” Sohna noted.  She sketched a water droplet in the air and intoned “Precipitate.”

Simon took his gaze off the afterimage as it shimmered light blue, noticing that the officer had started to run after them, but was now stopping to talk into his walkie talkie.  So he probably wouldn’t catch up, but was radioing their position.  Simon then shifted his attention back to his passenger, a white girl with short, dark hair.

She was definitely the youngest incarnation yet; she looked maybe fifteen, still partway through puberty.  She wore a simple dress with puffed sleeves, the skirt portion of which extended to the floor mat and was separated from her top with a sash-like belt.  Her arms were bare, but that was about it.  At a guess, Simon might have said 1930s.

The young girl rolled down the window and stuck her hand out into the moist air.  “Misty,” she remarked, either as an incantation or simply as identification for his unspoken question.  Her palm was almost immediately surrounded by what looked like fog, which at the snap of her fingers, grew out rapidly until it encompassed the car and the surrounding area.

“Oh… cool.  But not helpful,” Simon pointed out, as he could now no longer make out the road, let alone other cars, and he knew there had been a couple about a block in front of them.  He slowed down, peering through the windshield.

“Oh, right… I guess you can’t see through this like I can,” Misty realized.

“Uh huh.  Maybe you should drive?”

“I never bothered to learn,” the dark haired girl said apologetically.  “I’ll tell you if you’re about to hit something?”

“Terrific.”

The phone chose that moment to ring, and Simon fumbled for it blindly, keeping his eyes on the lack of a road.  “Hey, you at the car yet?” came Keith’s voice as Simon managed to accept the call.

“Yes, I’m driving through a thick magical fog with a policeman a few blocks back radioing my position!” Simon said.

There was a pause.  “Damn, when you get in trouble, you don’t do half measures, do you?” Keith mused.  “Well, from where you said you were, the most straightforward way out is to head north.  Get onto Sherbrooke Road heading west.”

Simon made an exasperated noise – he was heading west, but on the wrong street then.  “These are all one way streets around here, how do I know when there’s one going north?  For that matter, I won’t even be able to read the street signs to see Sherbrooke!”

“I can’t help there, I’m not locked onto you or anything.”

“Keep calm, I stopped sustaining the mist,” Misty noted, already rolling up her window.  “We’ll pull out of it in a moment.”  Her younger sounding voice came across as a bit petulant.

“Fine, I…”  Simon slammed on the brakes as he noticed they had reached a red light, and the iPhone bounced out of his grasp, landing down by Misty’s feet.

“No one’s coming, you can run the red if you like,” the girl remarked.

Simon clenched his teeth together, feeling his heart leap to his throat as he took her at her word, and proceeded blindly into the intersection – only to emerge from the fog cloud on the other side.  He sighed in relief.  This gave him back most of his visibility, though there were now tiny spatters of rain hitting the windshield.  “Grab the phone,” he advised, hitting the wipers.

“Alrighty,” Misty replied, fumbling down at her feet for it.

“You talk, I’ll drive,” Simon added.

Misty sat back up, bringing the phone to her ear.  “Hello?  Is this Simon’s friend Keith?”

“Uhmm… yeah.  Damn.  Is this Princess Becky?”

The young girl’s blue eyes flashed momentarily in anger.  “DON’T call her BECKY!” she said loudly, pulling the phone back down into her lap and jabbing crossly at the display with her finger.

Simon finished navigating the necessary turn, and looked to her out of the corner of his eye.  “Ignore him,” he advised.  “What does Keith say to do when I’m on Sherbrooke?”

“I hung up on him.”

“You WHAT?”

“Well, I… I got carried away!” Misty said, making a face.  “But only Melinda ever called Rebekah Becky, so… are you SURE we trust him?”

“Yes, because he has the map!  Also, he said it because I used to refer to you as Becky, since I’m, well, apparently very short sighted!” Simon answered.

“He should phone back, if he’s your friend,” she said meekly.  Indeed, moments later the phone rang again – at the same time as a police call pulled out of a cross street and began to follow them at a discrete distance.

“Hello?” Misty said into the phone.

“Hi,” Keith said tentatively.  “You know, you seem to have issues, put Simon back on the line?”

“He’s driving.”

“Of course he is…”

“Okay, can either of you do something about the police car behind us?” Simon interjected.  “Something which doesn’t involve killing my decreasing visibility?” he then clarified, turning up the windshield wipers to a continuous cycle as the rain started to fall more forcefully.

“I can.  Give me a moment,” Misty stated.  She dropped the phone, as Keith said something unintelligible.  Using both index fingers, the girl drew the opposing sides of a cloud in front of her, intoned “Air,” and changed again.  Now she seemed to be around Simon’s age, if not slightly older, wearing a full length old style dress that included a neckpiece and gloves.  Her hair was short and blonde, and something about her facial features suggested Russian.

Simon then had to pull his attention back to the road – Sherbrooke was a busier street.  At least there was another lane he could use for passing, though as he pulled out and gunned the engine through a yellow light, the police car behind turned on its siren in order to keep pace.  “Now we’re in for it…”  He glanced once more at his passenger, to see that she had rolled down the window again, which at this point was only helping to let the rain into the car.  “Dare I ask?”

“I’m Breeze,” the woman said, her slight accent confirming a Russian heritage.  Perhaps Keith would get along better with her.

“Actually, I meant what…”  Simon stopped, as the name she had provided made him more aware of what she was doing.  Breeze had both hands out the window, and was somehow manipulating the wind produced by the forward motion of their car, aiming it all back towards the cruiser.  The strength of it seemed to intensify as she adjusted to the flow, and Simon found himself thinking she might be able to generate enough wind force to actually flip the other car over.

She didn’t have to do anything to that drastic, fortunately.  The driving rain, caught in the wind, was now splattering over the windshield of the pursuing vehicle, messing up that officer’s visibility as much as Simon’s had been affected earlier – if not more so.  The cruiser was forced to slow down.  Yet as Simon weaved around another car, he recognized that this was really only producing a stalemate, as when they got further away, the wind force decreased, and the officer could see enough to keep pace.  Plus he was probably radioing for more help.

Simon shifted attention forward, letting out a cry as he was forced to jerk the wheel to avoid a car going the other direction when he ran another red light.  “Not good!”  A thought occurred to him.  “Breeze, can you generate that wind under the car, giving us enough lift to get of the road??”

“Nyet,” she answered, a bit breathlessly.  “Not now.  Too… tiring…”

So much for that.  As they passed over a bridge which seemed to have a freeway beneath it, Simon remembered that he also didn’t know when this road ended, or where to turn.  Had he already missed it?  “Keith!”  He noticed the iPhone in Breeze’s lap and fumbled for it, at first grabbing the blonde’s thigh through her skirt.

“Excuse me!”

“Euhhh…”  Simon managed to take hold of the phone, making a mental note to apologize once they were out of this.  “Keith!” he repeated, now trying to hold both the phone and the steering wheel at once, hunching forwards so that he could hear.  “Where do I turn?”

“Where are you?” his friend sighed, apparently having resigned himself to the status of a glorified GPS.

“Passed over a highway bridge and some park on the right…”

“Huh.  It’ll have to be Cavendish then, it’s a two way boulevard coming up, make a left, then a right when that street ends, you’ll stay on the 138,” Keith said.  “But listen, you’ll actually want to keep left after that, then follow signs for Highway 20.  I got into the traffic cameras, it’s after rush hour, the way is pretty much clear all the way out.  You got that?”

“Got it.”

“That said, they know your car and your heading, so you’ll have to ditch at some point!”

“One thing at a time,” Simon grumbled.  He dropped the phone again, which landed down by Breeze’s feet.  “I don’t suppose you have a form that can teleport us or change the appearance of the car of something?”

“Nyet,” she repeated.  “That said, I do have one idea.  Unfortunately, it’s sure to completely drain my powers before knocking me out, so I’ve been reluctant.”

“Ah.  Okay, we’ll hold off on that.”

She shook her head.  “At this point, it may be our only option.  I am not going to be taken in by the military, not now!”

“Well…”  Simon wasn’t able to complete the thought, noticing what had to be his turn coming up; fortunately the lights were in their favour.  Focused on being able to make the left without hitting anyone or spinning out on the wet road, he almost missed what Breeze said next.

“Don’t be alarmed by what happens to me next – I will recover, given time.  Just make sure you drive carefully.  Heidi will be rending this vehicle invisible to other traffic for as long as I’m conscious.”

“Invis…?”  Again, Simon was distracted, this time by a second police car joining the first as he prepared to make his next right turn.  It seemed like Breeze was now fully back inside the car though, having given up on her windstorm.

“Lodestone,” Breeze stated, and from the corner of his eye, Simon saw the image of a silver horseshoe in the air.  The new form turned out to be about the same age as Breeze, but the Russian vibe was gone, and she had longer blonde hair with a bit of grey – or were those silver streaks?  They did seem to match with the outfit, that being a silver blouse, with a dark skirt and stockings that also shimmered silver.

“Heidi?”

“Maggie,” the woman said, twisting in her seat a bit and holding both hands out towards the back as she looked through the rear window of the car.  “The pursuit’s too close, I can’t risk them seeing what happens next, or risk them hitting us once we’re invisible… cars are still made of metal, right?”

“Uh, yeah…”  There was the ramp for the highway, just ahead.

“I hate doing this remotely,” Maggie sighed, her fingers curling as she stared back at the pursuing officers.  Her teeth clenched.  “So much more…”  Her voice trailed off.  Then with a sudden cry of “Magnetize!”, she smacked her palms together.

In the rearview mirror, Simon watched as the second police car was suddenly drawn into the side of the first one.  The two cars smashed together, then fishtailed on the wet road, moving at slightly different velocities, yet now apparently stuck together.  One skidded out, drawing both around so that they were perpendicular to the road, as Simon started up the highway entrance ramp.  “Wow,” he murmured, distracted to the point of almost missing Rebekah’s next transformation.

Maggie had twisted back around to the front, and her fingers traced a diamond in the air.  “Conceal,” she murmured.  This turned her into what had to be Heidi, a girl in her late teens, also with blonde hair, though this time done up in two pigtails on either side of her head.  In fact she was dressed sort of like a swiss maid, including a white puffy shirt, a black bodice and a dark skirt that reached down to her knee socks.  Rebekah didn’t seem to be above playing with stereotypes.

“Remember, the other… cars won’t… see you,” she said breathlessly, slapping one palm against the car door as she placed the other on the dashboard.  She took in a deep breath, and through clenched teeth, hissed, “Fade Out!!!”

Simon hadn’t been certain what to expect.  He’d been a bit worried that he suddenly wouldn’t be able to see the car himself, which would make driving it next to impossible.  As it was, nothing seemed to change, except perhaps a little fuzzing at the edges of the car’s outline.  He quickly checked for a merge onto the highway, resolving that it might end up being safest to drive on the paved shoulder, as soon as one was available.  He then accelerated, pleased to see that there weren’t many other cars around them, and glanced again at his passenger out of the corner of his eye.

He almost drove into the side barrier.  Heidi’s face was taught, her green eyes wide but unseeing as she stared towards the roof of their vehicle.  What Simon had taken to be rainwater on her face, from her forays out the window, he now realized was sweat, and it was apparent on any exposed skin.  She shuddered, and her fingers, already curled as if in a death grip, seemed to tighten.  Then she took in a breath of air, and it sounded like the gasping of a drowning person.

“H-Heidi, are you…”

“*DRIVE*!!!”

It wasn’t a request.  It was a scream.  The scream of a person who was dying, who was already dead, yet who demanded, nay REQUIRED that one final act be performed in their name.  One act, lest their sacrifice have been in vain.

Simon drove.

***

“So Black got away,” Kim LaFontaine said, clasping her hands behind her back as she regarded Colin Wright.  He had just now returned to her hotel room from his liaison with the local law, and given a verbal report.

“He might have done so in any event,” the Canadian said, a mite defensively.  “After all, the Montreal police were not actively pursuing him until it looked like he posed a danger to the public.  They were merely eying him as a person of interest, based on the alert we had placed on him and his car.”

“You stated that one officer initially approached him.”

“He claimed Black had a troubled look when they exchanged glances.  He approached out of concern that things might escalate.  Which they did.”

“Because of the situation or because of the officer’s approach?” LaFontaine mused aloud.  She gestured vaguely to indicate that the question had been redundant when it looked like Wright might answer.  “Either way, I’m not trying to assign blame, I’m trying to gather data.  The fact of the matter is, these local officers gained useful first person intel, which I think is more important right now than what I’ve read in Black’s file.”

Particularly, she reflected, when said file seemed to show a typical middle to low class American, employed only as a part time magician, with no prior record to indicate a predisposition towards his current activities.  Moreover, nothing had been found in his place of residence to indicate otherwise, unless you counted the odd fantasy posters he owned.  Still, there was the death of his mother, and that affair on the bus right before coming up here, which suggested a connection to RAD.  Perhaps Black was being coerced by a third party.

“There’s also the woman,” Baker put in, as if reading her thoughts.  He had joined them in the room upon Wright’s return.  “Could she have been that Spelling in disguise?”

“If so, a sari is an odd disguise to wear in downtown Montreal,” LaFontaine pointed out.

“There’s also the fact that the first pursuing officer clearly recalls seeing a woman with short blonde hair poking her head out of the car window, prior to the storm intensifying,” Wright added.  “Not a brunette.”

“So either he’s wrong, or the blonde was hiding in the back seat,” Baker concluded.

LaFontaine shook her head.  “That’s assumption.  We must stop speculating, and stick to the facts.  Now…”  She debated how exactly to phrase her next question, given what she knew.  “Supposedly the weather was the reason they were unable to continue pursuit.  Is it at all possible that there was something else involved?”

Wright exchanged a glance with Baker.  “Such as?” Wright asked.

“Something similar to the effects we experienced at that clearing up north.”

“I don’t see… wait.”  Wright frowned in recollection.  “Actually, perhaps.  The two cars in pursuit, both officers clearly recall some sort of lateral force keeping the vehicles together after they struck.  Possibly even drawing them into that state, though it was chalked up to debris on the road that they were unable to see due to the rainy conditions.”

“Did this force interfere with their electronics?”

Wright shook his head.  “Not that they said.  And they were able to separate the vehicles after Black’s car had disappeared up the ramp.”

“Mmm.  Disappeared.  Apt description,” LaFontaine remarked, starting to pace.

“Do you think maybe they vanished back into a rift, like the one we saw in the clearing?” Baker suggested.  LaFontaine turned to eye him, frowning.  “Sorry Major,” he said, abashed.  “Facts only from now on.”

She turned away, supposing she couldn’t blame Baker for the speculation, but wished that he was better at internalizing it.  For her part, she was starting to wonder whether ‘dimensional manipulation’ ran parallel to ‘weather manipulation’, since the mysterious fog, strong winds, and hard rain had obviously factored into the pursuit.  “All right,” she said.  “Then to sum up, the only new information we have is that Black is now aware of being pursued, and will tend to flee with minimal provocation.  An action at which he seems very adept.”

“The latter must be due at least in part to his female associate, or associates,” Wright put in.

LaFontaine nodded.  “Thus, if we want to get close enough to talk to him, we’ll have to move in fast, and avoid tipping him off.”

“We can’t forget the phone call either,” Baker added.  “It can’t be coincidence that someone from within Simon’s home town phoned him on a disposable immediately before, and during the pursuit.  Lends credence to the idea that he’s being manipulated.”

“I haven’t forgotten that,” LaFontaine remarked.  “But his phone has been off ever since, which not only prevents us from tracking him that way, it also means that whomever is manipulating Black has alternate ways of reaching him.”

There was a brief silence.  “What’s our next move then, sir?” Baker asked.

LaFontaine stopped her pacing.  “I fear we’re reduced to waiting here for the next sighting.  This new information gives us no solid lead, and we cannot risk heading off in the wrong direction.  Border guards are aware, alerts are still out on his credit card and phone, and satellite scans are being investigated.”  She shook her head.  “You’re both dismissed, I’ll make a report to the Colonel.”

The other two nodded, turning to head for the door.  Wright turned back though as he reached it.  “Did you want to grab a late dinner together, Ms. LaFontaine?  To unwind a bit after this day?”

Kim drew her mouth into a thin line.  Colin Wright’s subtle advances had been tolerable, even flattering at first meeting.  With the weight of the Rivers Project now thrust upon her though, fraternizing was about the furthest thing from her mind, and she wanted it to remain there.  “Thanks, but no, I’m going to order in.”

Colin regarded her for a moment, then nodded and followed Baker out of the room, pulling the door shut.  Kim turned to look out her hotel window at the streets of Montreal, trying to predict their target’s next move.  If she were Black, what would she be doing right now?

***

Simon sensed the adrenaline was finally wearing off.  Which was a pity, as he was currently trying to carry Heidi’s unconscious form into their motel room… though he fancied she was at least lighter than Rebekah herself would have been.  Then again, he could only hope that no one had seen him stagger in with the blonde.  That was a set of explanations he could do without, especially given how she looked a bit shy of eighteen and had no ID.

Managing to get her onto the nearest bed, Simon took a second to catch his breath before going back and closing the door.  He had only obtained the one room – with two beds – both for financial reasons, and so that he could keep an eye on her.  He wasn’t sure what a person looked like when they were catatonic, but Heidi was sure making a case for it.  Returning to her side, he felt again for her pulse.  It was still there, but weak.  He’d check her eyes, if only he had a clue of what he’d be looking for.

“You said you’d recover, given time,” he murmured.  “How much time?”

She had certainly lasted longer than he’d thought possible in the car, only closing her eyes and lapsing into unconsciousness after a good ten or fifteen minutes of using that invisibility power.  The sudden honk of a car was what had made him aware of the fact it had ended, the driver probably thinking that Simon had been in his blind spot, or about to cut him off.  He had quickly pulled over in order to check Heidi’s pulse for the first time.  Following that, it had occurred to him to grab some mud, fresh from the recent rain, and use it to try and partially obscure the licence plate before continuing.

Dropping Heidi’s arm back down to the bedspread, Simon went into the adjoining washroom.  He soaked a towel in cold water, then returned to lay it on Heidi’s forehead.  He wasn’t sure if she had a fever exactly, but her skin did feel unusually warm.  “Does it mean something that you didn’t turn back into Rebekah?” he wondered aloud.  If only they’d had the chance to have that conversation!  He sighed, and went to slump into the desk chair, his eyes falling on the hotel phone.

“I suppose I’d better call Keith,” he concluded.  His friend had hung up on them at some point, after firing off a text message, the gist of which was ‘Keep your phone off, call this number from a land line when you’re safe’, followed by the number of his disposable.  Fortunately, Simon had noticed the iPhone on the floor when checking Heidi that first time, switching it off then.  So presumably the only way the military could pick up on his trail would be to correlate his phone’s last known position with the re-appearance of his car.  Which was beyond their means… wasn’t it?

Simon picked up the motel phone, placing the call.  This was Keith’s area of expertise, not his, perhaps his friend would have some insight.  He tapped his fingers idly on the desk as the phone rang, his eyes drifting back to Heidi’s unconscious form on the bed.  “Simon!” said Keith, picking up on the third ring.  “If you’re safe and alone, say ‘Abracadabra’.”

“Abracadabra,” Simon repeated back.  “How did you know it was me?”

“You’re the only person who’s got this number,” Keith answered.  “And now that you’ve phoned it, I’m ditching it.  So, where are you?  Be vague.”

Simon blinked.  “A hotel in northern Ontario.  See, I decided to get off Highway 20 and ended up on the 40…”

“I said, don’t be too specific!” Keith interrupted.  “They might have a way of hearing, even now.  Did you ditch the car?”

“I couldn’t,” Simon sighed.  “Heidi was passed out in the passenger seat.”

“Heidi?”

“Rebekah, sorry.”

“No, it’s a good point, we should have used code names…”

Simon rubbed his eyes with his free hand.  “Keith, I’m phoning to let you know I’m okay and to get some advice, not to engage in a cloak and dagger routine.”

“You started this little adventure,” his friend pointed out.  “Though advice on what?”

“On… God, I don’t know.  How to stay out of sight, how to know if they’re getting closer, how to help a three hundred year old catatonic magical girl recover, take your pick!”

“Yeeah, well, staying calm is a good first step,” Keith suggested.  “You probably haven’t slept either, you should give that a try before midnight.  I might even be able to join you up there by morning, though may need to pause for sleep soon myself.”

“Join…?”  Simon suddenly realized that the background noise of a highway wasn’t coming from outside the hotel, but the other end of the phone line.  He sat up straighter.  “Keith, where are you?”

“Driving northwest, got my laptop and some other stuff with me.  That’s why it took me a moment to answer, I actually pulled over to the side of the road to use MY phone.”

Simon refrained from pointing out that his friend was probably not currently being chased.  “There’s no reason for you to come up here though,” he protested.  “I mean, I can probably work things out…”

“Yeah, right.  Nothing against you, but I have GOT to get in on this, not to mention meet that Rebekah of yours.  I’ve already phoned in to take the rest of the week off.  You’ve stumbled on something here, Simon, and I think it’s something big, the sort of thing I’ve been looking for, for the last ten years of MY life.”

He sighed.  “I guess there’s that.  You want the address and room number for the hotel then?”

“Not if someone’s listening!  We’ll arrange a meeting by, errr, hold on…”  Keith paused for a moment to consider.  “Okay, you know that electronics store near my place?  I think they’re franchised in Canada.  Hotels usually have a white pages or something, see if you have one locally.”

Simon rubbed his eyes again, but decided it was best to humour Keith… certainly no harm could come from it, and for all he knew, his friend’s suspicions were accurate.  He reached across the desk for the local information, quickly flipping through.  “Ah, yeah, there’s one here…”

“Head there for, let’s say, 10 o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“Uh huh.  You want the city I’m in, at the least?”

There was a pause.  “Okay, that would help,” Keith yielded.  “But give it to me in my variation on ROT-13.”

***

The thirty year old woman sat on the bench, looking out over the Swiss Alps.  She smiled quietly, then glanced sidelong at her companion.  “I suppose,” she murmured, “I am getting a little old for those sorts of games.”

“They were more than games, Helene,” said the blonde sitting next to her.  She reached out to lay a reassuring hand on Helene’s arm.  “The ability to access such dimensions was a gift.  IS a gift.  One that I’m attempting to preserve, if you feel you are done with it.”

Helene chuckled.  “Well, being invisible, it was fun at times, in my youth.  But at my age, the impropriety of it… not to mention the confusion of looking like I’m sixteen again…”

The blonde woman nodded.  “Be aware though, when I take it from you, you may also lose the memory of the existence of such dimensions.”

“No great loss.  In fact it may be a comfort, not have those thoughts in the back of my head.”  She fully turned away from the view.  “Will it hurt?”

“No.  At least, no one has said so.  Though I’ll need you to be transformed for this to work.”

Helene nodded, then reached out to grasp both hands of her companion, staring into those green eyes, noticing how young this other blonde still looked, wondering what other magical girl types she had seen over the years.  “Thank you, Melinda,” she said.  “Best of luck in your travels.”

Helene drew a diamond shape in the air, then felt the dimensional transformation taking hold…

Heidi sucked in a huge gasp of air, sitting up as consciousness returned to her in a flood.  “Rebekah,” she said in a rush.  “I’m Rebekah as Heidi as Rebekah I called her Heidi my name is Rebekah it’s me, hi I’m Rebekah…”  She reached up and grasped at her head, the images of that other life fading, the memories becoming lost even to her as she shoved the blankets off of her body and placed her head down between her legs.

Having no idea how long she stayed that way – she never could get a handle on time – she finally lifted her head back up when the worst of it had passed.  Her vision gradually came into focus, and she took in her surroundings.  She seemed to be in a hotel room.  Why was she in a hotel room?  “Why am I in a hotel room?” she stated aloud, as if that would somehow provide the answer.

It didn’t, of course, since she seemed to be alone.  Sliding her body off the bed and ignoring the black spots crawling at the edges of her vision, Heidi stumbled over towards the windows, peering around the thick curtains.  She immediately had to avert her gaze – the sun was bright.  Wait, sun?  Hadn’t it been raining?

“Why am I in a hotel room and where is the rain?” she said aloud once again.  Still no answer.  Though the mention of rain made her aware of more immediate issues, and she weaved her way across the room and into the bathroom.  Running water.  Definitely a great invention.

Emerging a short time later and holding a cold cloth to her head, Heidi finally noticed the food and the note on the desk.  She lurched towards them, falling into the desk chair.  Bringing her chin down so that it was level with the desk, she pulled the note up to her face.  “Have gone to meet Keith,” she read blearily.  “Back soon, here’s breakfast.  Simon.  Simon?  Oh, right, Simon,” she murmured, releasing the note and letting it fall.

She remained that way for a moment, before suddenly sitting bolt upright, the sudden action causing the chair to move, which left her sliding down onto the floor in a somewhat ungraceful fashion.  “Simon!” she breathed, now staring up at the ceiling, idly aware that the cloth had fallen off her forehead.  “That’s right, I was…”  She shuddered.  Trying to imbue objects with her powers was ill advised, particularly one as large as the car.  Add to that the duration, and it was the height of recklessness.  Still, it seemed to have worked.

She flailed an arm up to grab the desk, hauling herself back up to her knees, then from there boosting herself onto her feet.  Blinking her eyes, she regarded the nearby mirror.  A sixteen year old blonde girl stared back.  “Heidi,” Rebekah reiterated, even as another name danced in the corners of her subconscious, refusing to be identified.  “Well, that won’t do, not if I want to speed my recovery.”

After a moment of attempting to stand, then finally just collapsing back into the chair, she lifted her fingers to sketch a cross in the air.  “Health,” she murmured, shuddering for a moment as the transformation took hold.  She looked back towards the mirror.  A woman in her mid-forties, with medium length brown hair stared back.  She was dressed as a nurse, complete with a sterile white outfit and cap sporting a red cross.  “Better,” Rebekah concluded.

She quickly attacked the breakfast that had been left for her, consisting of a muffin, some fruit, and an orange juice.  Already, her head was starting to pound in the manner of a bad hangover, and she knew she’d have to lie down again, in order to fully rejuvenate.  Finishing what she could, she immediately headed back for the bed, flopping down onto it.  Simon’s iPhone appeared in her range of vision, sitting on the night table.  She reached out for it, drawing it closer to her face.

“This goes back to Melinda Rivers,” she murmured.  Switching the device on, she pulled up a browser and punched in a search inquiry.  Her eyes got wide.  Melinda had one of those Facebook pages!  She immediately followed the link.

It didn’t take long for her to realize that this Melinda was a completely different person though, as was the next individual on the subsequent link.  Snorting in irritation, she switched the device back off – obviously this would be like searching for LaFontaine, a pointless exercise, a needle in a haystack, like Simon often said.  Moreover, the data she needed was liable to be classified.  Replacing the iPhone on the table, the brunette grabbed a pillow, buried her head into it, and was unconscious within minutes.

Less than five minutes later, but in the province of Quebec, a phone rang in another hotel room.  It was seized on the second ring.  “Hello, LaFontaine speaking. … What’s that?  A hit on his phone? … Good, that narrows the search field considerably, I’ll depart immediately.  …  Obviously, the plan is now reconnaissance to avoid spooking him … Yes, sir, we can be there in under two hours.”

Kim hung up and immediately dialed Lucas Baker’s room.

***

“I thought you said she looked like a blonde eighteen year old,” Keith remarked, eyeing the woman sleeping on the bed.

“She did.  Before.”  Aware that his voice sounded uncertain, Simon cleared his throat to speak with more authority.  “That’s what I was saying, she looks like many different people, all with their own individual names and powers!”

“Ah.”  Keith canted his head to the side, then looked back at his dark haired friend.  “So which form is the nurse here?”

“I don’t know,” Simon admitted.  “I haven’t seen this one before, but it’s probably something to do with healing herself.”

“Or,” Keith suggested, “Your Rebekah called out for help, and when this nurse showed up, she was knocked out and your friend took off.”

Simon shook his head.  “Why would Rebekah do that?  It makes no sense.  No, this is her, one of her forms… I’m sure of it, somehow…”

Keith shrugged.  “Alright, I’ll play along for now.  Still, we can’t stay here.  Now that I’ve got my car, we’ll ditch yours and get on the move again.”

“And go where?” Simon protested.  “Keith, we need a goal here.  To get that, we need more information, which means I need to know Rebekah’s story.  She was going to tell me the whole thing before the situation went all crazy!”

“Yeah, well, she’ll have to tell you in the car then,” Keith said, heading for the forty-something brunette on the bed.  “Trust me, sticking around here is a bad plan.  The goal is to keep moving, let’s get her…”  He flinched back, having reached out to touch the woman’s shoulder, only to have her turn her head towards him.

“Yummrk itim zibble slurp,” she said, looking at him through lidded eyes, her voice muffled by the pillow she was clutching to her face.

“Uhm, what?” Keith said, glancing towards Simon for a translation.

“I said,” came the clarification as the pillow was brought down.  “You’re making it impossible to sleep.”

Simon stepped forwards.  “Ah, Rebekah Spelling, this is Keith Kolsov, Keith this is Rebekah… sort of…”

“Remedy,” the brunette provided.  She lifted an arm to give a limp wave.  “Nice to meet you.”

Keith nodded back in response, lifting his own hand in a small wave.  He was now peering at her suspiciously, as if he was expecting her to pull out a gun from the hand still under the pillow and point it at him at any moment.  Simon cleared his throat to break the standoff and bring Remedy’s gaze back towards him. 

“How long have you been up?” Simon asked.

Remedy eyed him then gave a little shrug.  “’bout two minutes, since you walked in, chatting.”

Simon blinked, and shook his head.  “No, but you must have been up before, to have changed forms.  And eaten,” he added, noticing the desk.

“Oh.  Right.”  Remedy shrugged again.  “Don’t know when that was.  Passed out after.”

“Okay, so are you well enough to walk?” Keith broke back in.  “Because we need to get going.”

A grumble came from her throat.  “Can you give me five minutes, for the room to properly coalesce?”

“No.”

“Keith!”

The blonde sighed at Simon’s exclamation.  “Fine.  I’m thinking we need to be gone by noon though, since isn’t that when you’re supposed to check out?”

“It’s only a bit after eleven,” Simon countered.  He moved to sit next to Remedy on the bed, taking her arm and feeling again for her pulse.  “Much stronger.  That’s good.”

“Uh.”  The brunette exhaled, then pulled herself up into a seated position, using the headboard for support.  “Actually, I do feel a lot better, should be normal in no time.  Or be as normal as it gets for me.”  She grinned, and glanced at Keith of the corner of her eye.  “Guess I can dispense with this form.”

She made the canceling motion across her body, reverting back to Rebekah.  Her much longer, wavy hair now spilled out beneath her on the bed, and she tugged down a bit on the hem of her skirt, to ensure it covered low enough on her thighs.  “That’s better.”

“Wait… what?”  Simon turned to see Keith staring at the two of them.  His friend pointed at Rebekah, then over at the door, then back at her.  “That’s not… I didn’t even see you come in here!  How did you do that?!” he sputtered.

“You zoned out for a full five minutes,” the brunette said, blandly.  “You’d better hurry to the door, if you want to catch Remedy before she tells everyone where we are.”

“What?” Keith gasped, his eyes darting to the clock.  “What zoning, I couldn’t have…”

“Rebekah!” Simon interrupted, nudging against her.  “Don’t tease!”

“Aw, but it’s fun,” she said with a little laugh.  She then gave Keith another limp wave as his attention returned to her.  “Alright, fine, still me.  Hi!”

Keith shook his head.  “But you… that… that’s impossible.”

“I’m an impossible girl,” Rebekah concluded, her eyes now sparkling.  “Couldn’t have you doubting what Simon said though, could I?”  She glanced towards him, her voice taking on a slight edge.  “As for you, Simon, you’d better trust the heck out of this guy, or Claire will be predicting a lot of pain in your future, believe you me.”

Simon swallowed, reflexively.  “I do.  Trust him, that is.”

“Good.”  Rebekah swung her legs off the side of the bed.  “Now, the impossible girl currently needs a shower, because it’s been something like three days since my last one, and between that and a dozen transformations I’m getting fragrant.  So you’re both going to have to wait at least that long.”

Keith lifted an eyebrow.  “Can’t you simply switch into a cleaner body?” he suggested.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Rebekah stated.  She stood, leaning momentarily on the wall for support before pushing away.  “I’ll explain how it does work though, I swear I will.  Just give me five… no, make that fifteen minutes.”

Simon and Keith exchanged another glance as the brunette staggered off into the washroom.  “Couldn’t you at least switch into a form with less hair to wash?” Keith recommended as the door closed.  He looked back to Simon.  “I mean, I think that would speed things up…”

***

“Success, General,” Harris said, trying to contain his excitement.  Somehow, he managed to remain at attention in front of Krantz’s desk.  “They broke the dimensional barrier at ten twenty-eight this morning!”

“Good.  As expected,” Krantz stated, closing the folder on his desk and looking up at the Colonel.  Harris couldn’t help but notice how either the General was very good at predicting the unexpected, or could not be phased by anything.  Perhaps a bit of both.  “Now,” the older man continued, “was there any temporal shift?”

Harris hesitated, not certain what the General was asking.  “Sir?”

Krantz leaned forwards.  “They did test with an organic substance first, yes?”

“Ah, yes sir,” Harris confirmed.  “A peach I think.”  It had been placed into some sort of specialized container, and he himself had seen everything vanish into a white tear in space – very much like the one that girl Spelling had come from.

“Well, was there any accelerated aging noticed after it was removed?”

Now Harris understood.  He shook his head.  “No, sir, the peach came out looking exactly as it did going in.  Which is why they did follow up that test with the clock,” he continued, anticipating the next inquiry.  “Its display was fuzzed out at first, but once it was removed from the vicinity of the crystal, it seemed to be keeping the same time as before it entered the rift.  So no deceleration was present either.”

The General tapped his index finger against his desk a couple of times.  “Interesting.  When will they be ready to send a person through?”

Jim Harris raised his eyebrows, sure he had misheard.  “Sir?”

“A person, Colonel,” the General repeated.  “When can we send a human subject into the rift?”

“I… I don’t think that’s the next step, sir.  Professor Hill is still going through the data that was gathered, as well as analyzing the frequencies, then there were some mice –”

“Colonel,” the General broke in, folding his hands over his desk.  “I kept you on Project Rivers because of your invaluable assistance in retrieving the artifact, along with the first hand experience you had regarding the appearance of a dimensional tear.  Which, I might add, showed that both Black and Spelling were capable of passing through one of these rifts without incident.  So rather than telling me about the original timeline, please answer my question as to when we can send a person inside?”

Harris swallowed.  “Yes, sir.  But I don’t know, sir.  I can check with Lauren Hill.”  The chief scientist had seemed well versed in the physics of the situation – if you could call what they were doing physics – and would likely be able to provide an answer.

“Do that,” Krantz stated.  “And what’s the status on Spelling?”

“Major LaFontaine is following up a lead even now, sir, in a small town in Ontario, near the Quebec border.  She should be checking in within the hour.”

“Good.  Dismissed.”

Harris nodded, and turned to go, but something about the General’s attitude bothered him.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, though one question did leap to mind.  The Colonel stopped at the door and looked back towards his superior officer.  “If I may ask, sir, to anticipate a question by Hill, what exactly is the rush here?”

“You may not ask,” Krantz stated, already flipping open another document on his desk.  “Dismissed,” he reiterated, without even looking up.

So much for that, Harris thought.  He left to track down the project’s chief scientist.

***

Simon offered Rebekah one of his spare sets of clothing, as he still had his suitcases with him, and had actually changed that morning himself.  She declined, however, stating her current clothing felt more comfortable, would change as she needed to access other forms anyway, and besides, Rebekah much preferred to get her new outfits by taking an hour to browse through the possibilities in a department store.  An hour, which Keith assured them, they didn’t have.

Despite the time factor though, the trio found themselves stopping at a local restaurant before driving onwards.  Rebekah had been adamant that if she couldn’t shop, that she at least have herself a decent meal, alluding at the same time to the fact that she didn’t want to get too far ahead of their pursuers.  “One of the scenarios I’m thinking of, it involves having them near us,” she explained, once they were alone at their table.

“Then it’s a bad one!” Keith stated.

“We can at least hear her out,” Simon protested.

Rebekah leaned her elbows on the table, resting her chin in her palms.  “So, are you two hoping for the back story here, or my next step?” she inquired.

“Neither.  I thought we were on the run, not chatting endlessly about how screwed up the situation has become,” Keith grumped.

Simon hid a smile.  “Still upset after that experience with Hart?”  That was the other thing that Rebekah had been adamant about, prior to their leaving the hotel room – testing Keith’s motives.  After blurting out his theories on government conspiracy unbidden, Keith had been forced to admit that Rebekah did seem capable enough, not to mention devious enough, to be a valuable asset in their flight.

“Look, magical powers or not, we’re still on the clock,” Keith insisted.

“Maybe so,” Simon said, raking a hand back through his hair.  “But I do need the back story.  If you don’t mind talking about it in public this way, Rebekah.”

The brunette glanced around the restaurant.  “I think we’re okay.”

“You never know,” Keith put in, though this time Simon recognized it as more of a token protest.  After all, even Keith had to admit that, at the moment, the only two other occupied tables seemed to involve businessmen who were more interested in their sandwiches or their conversations respectively.  Plus the booth the three of them had selected was off in the corner.

“Less chance you’ll drive off the road this way too,” Rebekah added.  “Should I say anything you find startling.” She lifted her chin and leaned back in her seat.  “All right.  For you to understand the magnitude of what Melinda Rivers was capable of, you first need to understand my experience with dimensional transformation growing up.”

“Dimensional transformation, that’s what happens when you change to one of your magical girl forms?” Keith put in.

Rebekah glanced at Simon.  “You’ve polluted his mind.  But very well, we’ll call it a magical girl form, since there’s historical precedent and dimensional transformation is a bit of a mouthful.”  Simon tried to avoid grinning broadly, as Keith simply shrugged.  Rebekah shook her head before continuing.  The memories of her childhood coming back to her… from so long ago…

“I lived in my older sister’s shadow for years.  Lucy Spelling, she was the amazing one.  Able to look at the crystal lattice – which we had taken away from England against grandmama’s wishes – and then to actually understand it’s properties, and see what it was capable of.  Our parents, they took more notice of Lucy than any of the rest of us, even her elder brother.  Since if my mother were to die, from a disease, in childbirth, or otherwise, Lucy was liable to be the one to continue the line of so-called magic.”

Lucy had been a brunette as well, though preferring to keep her hair short; Rebekah had grown hers out almost in defiance, as a way to distinguish herself.  Yet for all the attention and support that Lucy got, she never flaunted it, never got snide or talked down to anyone else.  Possibly it was because she didn’t necessarily see her abilities as a blessing, all the various formulas and different spatial forms floating around in her mind – she had once told Rebekah that her insight made it hard to appreciate simple things, like the beauty of a rose.  You kept looking beyond, seeing fractals and more, so much more.  The expectations were also high for Lucy, to marry and continue the family line.

Rebekah was an afterthought.  She seemed to have some aptitude for understanding the mechanics when Lucy spoke about them, more so than her other siblings.  Yet she could not see the formulas, nor work with the crystal.  So she was not considered as important.  That is, not until she was twelve.  Until the day she had fallen out of the window.  Then it had all changed, for then she had changed.  In the blink of an eye, by sketching an image in the air, Rebekah had gone from plunging down to the ground, to soaring up above it.  She had accessed another dimensional form, one that allowed her to fly.

The magical form had an appearance mirroring her own.  In fact, at the time of that first transformation, had Rebekah been able to stand next to her alternate form, no one would have been able to tell the difference.  Such was the nature of these forms, imprinting themselves on the user at the time of first transformation, while at the same time leaving the impression on everyone else’s brain that it was someone different.  Of course, as time progressed, and the magical form was not used continuously, it would seem to age at a slower rate.  You could not gain multiple such forms either, one alternate identity, with one specialized power, that was it.

“But you said you had about fifty,” Simon protested.

“Inherited.  That’s years down the line,” Rebekah said, taking a sip of water.

“Also, why is it we’ve never heard of this kind of thing before?” Keith put in.  “In our freedom of information age, I’m sure I would have stumbled on something…”

“It’s not like we even had newspapers back then, nor was it the sort of thing one was inclined – or even able – to write down.  Furthermore, while it was rare back then, it’s even more rare now.”

It’s true that such magical forms were not unheard of, at least not within families who were already touched by variations on such gifts.  Stories, passed down over generations, told of those who had been able to access magical forms, of those who had felt that they should have been able to access them, and those who went mad over their inability to understand why they could, or could not.  Notably, transformation seemed to be limited to females.  The pervading theory was usually that they were more emotional, and less bound by the constraints of logic, though in retrospect Rebekah wondered if the lack of a Y-chromosome mightn’t have something to do with it as well.  The whys were sort of irrelevant anyway.

That the Spellings had both someone who could comprehend the dimensions, in Lucy, and someone who could access them, in Rebekah, was practically unheard of.  What made the situation particularly unique was that, traditionally, a magical form was a single trip through the warped space without a stop, no chance to see what lay beyond.  Now Lucy could open the doorway, and create a pocket of our space within that incomprehensible beyond, one that she could not access, but that Rebekah could pass into.  The two sisters ended up working much more closely together, and over the next five years, they developed a particularly strong sisterly bond.

Which was why Lucy had helped her, when Rebekah had wanted to run away.  She had always been something of a free spirit, and in the end, couldn’t resist the urge to periodically use her ability of flight, regardless of the political situation in Salem.  Lucy had thus proposed that an extended amount of time spent inside the pocket dimension would itself provide valuable data, since they had reached something of a stalemate in their understanding.  Others in the family had protested Rebekah’s departure, of course; fortunately, her mother had not been one of them, using the limits of her knowledge to suspend the aging of her daughter’s body whenever she was outside of normal space.

Things had begun well enough.  Lucy and Rebekah had managed to construct a simple area within the pocket dimension, furnish it with necessities, and then Rebekah had flown the crystal lattice off to the north.  She had entered into the small dimensional world in 1692, setting the clock ratio as Lucy had instructed her.  She had then emerged three of her weeks later, into 1702… except it hadn’t been 1702.  On Earth, it was now the year 1773.

“To this day,” Rebekah murmured, “If not sure we misunderstood the physics, if Lucy gave me the wrong instructions, or if I simply made an error when I was handling the necessary adjustments.”

“Oh, Rebekah, I’m so sorry,” Simon said, reaching out to touch her hand.  “Then your entire family, everyone you knew…?”

The brunette drew in a long breath, opting not to give the obvious answer.  “Perhaps, if I hadn’t desired to go so far away, they could have sent someone to find me.  For that matter, perhaps they did, but no one could travel as fast as I could through the air.  Either way, I now found myself in a foreign world.  One where tea was something of a hot topic, particularly where I used to live.  That being Massachusetts.”

“Hold up,” Keith said, uncertainly.  “The Boston Tea Party?  You were there??”

“Well, not THERE, but I was in the area at the time, yes, trying to track down my family.  Or rather, Lucy’s family.”  She rubbed her forehead.  “The politics weren’t much better, that’s for sure.  The history isn’t really relevant to the transformation aspect though, so I think I’ll gloss over it.”

“Relevant or not,” Simon stated.  “If it’s important to you…”

“No, no,” Rebekah said, waving her arm dismissively.  “I’m sure you don’t want a history lesson, and God knows I went through it all with Melinda, so I’ll abridge and we can fast forward to her.”

In brief, Lucy’s ancestors had heard of Rebekah, even had a letter for her from her sister, but none of them currently possessed the dimensional knack, or had a use for the crystal lattice.  So Rebekah decided to return to where she had spent the last 80 years, preferring to get away from Thirteen Colonies and Province of Quebec issues, reburying the crystal, erecting her own gravesite overtop, and leaping ahead another hundred years.

“Not a hundred years all at once, you understand,” she paused to clarify.  “Came out for supplies, or to update and redecorate my living space, or simply for interest’s sake, to meet some of the more eccentric people of the time.  That said, Melinda was the first person to ever seek ME out.”

***

“He’s not here,” Baker stated.  “Nor are his things.  However, a person matching Black’s description did check in last night, asking for a room with two beds, and that is definitely his car outside.”

“No reports of any automobile thefts or rentals in the area though,” Wright said, scratching his head.  “Still, I can’t think he’s on foot or hitchhiking, so his departure must be the work of that female accomplice of his.”

“Should we start questioning the locals then, sir?” Baker asked of the Major.

Kim LaFontaine shook her head.  “No, I’m going to try something else first.”  She marched to their car, pulling out the artifact detector that Colonel Harris had used the previous day.  “Spelling might yet register on this.  Although we’ve had no luck so far, they can only have a half hour on us, so perhaps if we turn it up to maximum…”

She spent a moment fiddling with the dials, then switched it on.  The screen flickered for a moment, then lit up with a bearing.  “Success!” she declared, turning her body, then looking up in the direction indicated.

“So we can track them after all,” Wright concluded.  “That’s good news.”

LaFontaine shook her head slowly.  “Hold on.”  She walked forwards, across the parking lot, eyeing the readouts.  A few paces away from Black’s rental car, she started to zigzag, then turned.  “It’s picking up the VEHICLE,” she said, tight lipped.

“Black’s been driving another artifact?!” Baker called out in shock.

“No, no, the reading isn’t quite the same, and it’s much fainter,” she responded, returning towards them.  “Somehow though, Black and his companion have been able to use the car to interfere with our readings, at least temporarily.”  She paused.  “Which implies to me that this detector will function properly, if it is removed from the vicinity of the car itself…”  She glanced down at it once more, then straightened her posture.

“Baker, as you said, question the locals, see if anyone saw something last night or this morning.  Wright, double check for any unusual incidents with local law and see if you can get anything more from the car.  I’m going to take a quick drive around to see if this device can give me anything more definitive out of the immediate area.  Let’s say we check in every half hour.”

They acknowledged her commands, checked their watches, and then the three of them went their separate ways.

***

Rebekah Spelling was roused from her sleep by a voice.  It took a second for the impossibility of that fact to fully register, seeing as she was in a pocket dimension that was inaccessible to anyone aside from herself.  However, once she had fully parsed that there had been a voice, she immediately snapped her eyes open and scanned the room.  There was a cowboy standing in her doorway.  

Letting out a small scream, Rebekah backpedaled across the floor.  She never reached the wall, however, plowing first into the small Christmas tree she had set up a week previously, in an attempt to mimic the increasingly popular tradition.  The tree almost fell on her, forcing her to roll off to the side, landing her in a pile of clothing.  It occurred to her that she hadn’t tidied up in a while.

“Calm down,” the voice came again.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Rebekah pulled the chemise off her face and tossed it aside, scanning over her apparent visitor.  From the voice and silhouette, she saw now it was a female, so not a cowboy.  A cowgirl, she supposed.  The manner of dress was what had thrown her, this blonde electing to wear a large brimmed hat, shirt, vest and pants, as opposed to a frock (like her) or a bustle.  At a guess, Rebekah pegged the woman’s age to be early forties.  “How did you get in here?” she demanded.

The blonde smiled.  “You’ve never had anyone else here who can access the higher dimensions, I take it.  Which I suppose makes sense.  You’re not an easy person to find, Miss Becky Spelling.”

Rebekah stared.  “You have the gift,” she breathed, as it came together in her mind.

The woman nodded.  “My name is Melinda Rivers,” she stated.  “I am sorry to barge in on you like this, but you weren’t answering when I called out and I couldn’t exactly knock.”  She paused, then reached into the pack she was carrying and brought out a stuffed bear.  “As a peace offering though, I have brought you a…”  Her eyes flickered over towards the downed tree.  “…um, Christmas present?”

(“It was not the most auspicious of introductions,” Rebekah admitted, after taking a moment to have a bite from her sandwich.  “Wasn’t even December, it was May, because I didn’t usually maintain a temporal ratio of 1:1 back then.  Regardless, we shared a few stories, managed to hit it off, and the following day, she explained to me why she’d come.”)

“I’m dying,” Melinda said.

Rebekah took a moment to consider how to respond to that.  The two of them were lying outside in the clearing, looking up at the darkening sky.  “Well, we’re all going to die eventually,” she stated.

Melinda chuckled.  “For me, sooner rather than later.  The thing is, I’ve got a few dozen dimensional forms that will probably die with me unless I do something about it.  One of them, I call her Claire, was able to forsee that you will still be around for at least a hundred more years.  So the question is, do you want to inherit them?”

Rebekah boosted herself up on her elbows, to examine Melinda’s expression.  It was quite serious. After getting her thoughts together for a second time, she answered.  “First, multiple forms is impossible.  Second, there’s every chance I’ll tire of this life before another century has passed.  And third, you don’t look that old, or that ill, and are more than welcome to stick around here with me for as long as you like!”

Melinda nodded, lifting her body into a sitting position.  “A reasonable reaction.  However multiple forms is possible, at least for me.  Claire has never been wrong before.  And my being here for too long would only serve to bring my pursuers down upon you.  Because of them, and my physical body being over seventy, I think it’s time I passed on.”

Rebekah stared, trying to understand what on earth Melinda meant.  “You don’t look over seventy,” she said at last, deciding to tackle the last of the comments first.

“You look pretty young yourself,” the blonde zinged back.  “Though what you see is my transformed state.”

She blinked.  “You’ve been passing in and out of my pocket dimension while transformed?”

Melinda shrugged.  “Doesn’t do any harm so long as I don’t make a change inside.”

“You sound very sure of that.”

“I am.”  She met Rebekah’s gaze.  “You know, you haven’t actually asked me about which celestial forces my altered form can control.”

“I figured you’d tell me about that if you felt like it.”

Melinda nodded.  “In brief then… transformed, I understand the mechanics of the dimensional transition.  So much so that I can actually take the transformation away from another girl, and use it as my own.”

Rebekah felt a little shiver run down her spine.  She wasn’t sure if it was the enormity of the statement itself, or the way Melinda had said it that creeped her out.  “Oh…?”

The blonde held Rebekah’s gaze for a few seconds longer before leaning back and looking at the sky again.  “I don’t, of course, unless they’re willing.  Still, a lot of them are.  Because when the transformation goes, so does that subconscious feeling of there being more to the universe than what we can perceive.  It gives them comfort.  The sort of comfort I can never have…”

Melinda suddenly started to laugh.  It started light and airy, but very quickly shifted into something a bit more maniacal, finally tailing off into the sort of crazy giggle that made Rebekah glad there were no sharp instruments in the area.  She licked her lips a bit nervously.  “Melinda, you… you going to be alright?” she asked, aware of how the blonde’s gaze was also becoming unfocussed.

Melinda immediately stopped laughing.  Then she slowly shook her head.  “No,” she admitted, frankly.  “I think it really is time to die.  I’ve been alive now for over a hundred and thirty years, Becky.  A hundred and...”  Then she was sobbing, and abruptly she slashed her arm in front of herself, and her appearance changed, reverted to its natural state.

Her hair was white, her dress was old and faded, her skin was wrinkled.  She glanced towards Rebekah, looking for comfort.  The brunette hardly hesitated, edging closer to hug Melinda to her.  “It’s going to be okay,” she stated.  “I’m here now, I can help you.”

Melinda buried her face Rebekah’s shoulder.  They didn’t speak again that night, the old woman crying herself hoarse then falling asleep in the brunette’s arms.

(“So this Melinda was like you and Lucy together,” Simon ventured.  “Both understanding the other dimensions AND able to access them.”  Rebekah nodded slowly, granting that it was sort of like that, except she had to be transformed to comprehend.)

It was Melinda who broached the subject of magical forms again the following morning, having switched back again into her more youthful looking cowgirl appearance.  “I’m sorry about last night,” she began.  “Sometimes, I simply feel like I can’t hold on anymore.  I hope it hasn’t turned you off of my proposal.”

“Not as such,” Rebekah stated, pouring some dried fruit into a bowl for them to eat.  “Occasionally I feel like that myself, and I suspect I don’t understand half of what you or Lucy are able to, so…”  She shrugged.

“Lucy?” Melinda mused.

“My older sister.  She’s dead now, but was the one who actually set my place up.”

“Ah.”  Melinda rubbed her chin.  “That, along with your reactions yesterday, make me think I’ve been attributing more understanding to you than I should have.  In fact, the only things I knew about you prior to my arrival came from Claire, sporadic records I dug up, or third hand accounts of your forays into neighbouring areas.”

Rebekah looked back at her.  “Well, my alternate form is flight, if that helps.”

“Indeed,” Melinda said.  “Tell me more, Becky.  About your life, and what you know.  I’ll fill in the gaps, if you like.”

“My whole life?  That could take a while.”

Melinda smiled.  “My schedule is clear.”

So they chatted that day, in the house, in the clearing, and strolling through the woods, as Rebekah went back over the circumstances that had brought her to that point.  Some of the key things that her new friend was able to clear up were as follows:

1) The magical form did, in fact, age at a slower rate.  It wasn’t merely a facet of not spending time in that form; a month as a magical girl did not have a 1:1 ratio with a month in one’s original form.  This was partly why Melinda had lived so long by Earth accounts – about seventy years in her original form, forty or fifty in her secondary form (first accessed at fifteen), and the remaining time in the other forms that she had accumulated over the years.

2) The magical form was most easily accessed for the first time in a moment of stress, and most easily done so for about five years either side of age twenty.  Thus a large proportion of the alternate forms were, and remained, about that age.  That said, Melinda had encountered women who had performed their first change at all manner of ages, including one in her early sixties, and another who was only ten.

3) One could remain in a magical form indefinitely, as Melinda tended to do now, but the power would start to diffuse after some time of not reverting, and did require increased concentration to use.  Rebekah had sometimes wondered what might happen were she to attempt an overseas trip, but dozing off in the air would (according to Melinda) most likely result in her plunging from the sky – and being killed in a magical form was just as deadly as being killed in one’s original form.

4) The Spellings were hardly the only lineage with so-called magical roots, though they were one of the only ones to have had an ancient artifact.  (Melinda wasn’t actually certain of the origins of those objects themselves, but they did resonate at some frequency that allowed for manipulation outside of Earth normal space.)  Though as far as family ties went, exceptions did occur, and the power could develop in a person who did not have the benefit of any family background to explain their situation – or indeed, the power might not develop at all, despite the potential being there.

This last point was what had made Melinda start to travel.  “I wanted to find those who didn’t understand, no longer wanted to understand, or who were not living up to their full potential, and give them the opportunity,” she stated.  “It’s like my alternate form wanted, even needed, to seed knowledge over the Earth, before the transformation abilities were forever lost, ignored, or merely rendered obsolete by technological advancements.”

“Very noble of you,” Rebekah acknowledged.

Melinda smiled.  It transpired that she, originally born in Hungary, had set out on her voyage at about the same age that Rebekah had departed from her family.  (Her father had not approved either.)  Melinda’s travels first took her throughout Europe, then into Russia and China, back via India, and over the northernmost part of Africa, then finally across the Atlantic.  Arriving in North America, Melinda had briefly gone to the south, making it below the equator before coming back up, around the western coast, then finally moving east to Canada, a short time after their Confederation.

“Dimensionals, magical girls, whatever you call us… we’re a dying breed,” was her conclusion.  “I was despairing of what to do, knowing that when I passed on, it wouldn’t be just me, but the entire legacy I’d accumulated of so many other forms and abilities.  That’s when it came to my attention that there might be someone out here who had been born even earlier than me.  Namely you.”

“I’ve hardly led as impressive a lifestyle though,” Rebekah said, feeling mildly ashamed.  “Mostly hiding out in a different time frame, watching and waiting for such a time the world is ready for me, or I’m ready for the world… or I decide enough is enough…”  She rested her face in her hands for a moment, before drawing her palms up over her head.  “God, there are some days when I feel like the only thing that keeps me going is the belief instilled within me that suicide is a sin.”

“Perhaps having a number of new and different forms to explore will give you more of a purpose?” Melinda suggested.  “Either way, your playing it safe up here was a smart move.  My longevity has come to the attention of certain… undesirables.”

“The reason you can’t stay here,” Rebekah verified.

“And another reason why I must die.”

(“These undesireables would be the military?” Keith hypothesized.  Melinda shook her head, and countered that it wasn’t any one specific group.  Admittedly governments were the most dangerous adversaries, particularly those in the vicinity of her later travels, along with their military affiliates.  But there were all types, including a small cult of Melinda Rivers worshippers, which had started back where she had grown up.)

“There’s too many people who know of me now,” the blonde explained.  “They’re not all stupid either, so they’ll track me down eventually.  In fact, we’ve reached the point where I’m liable to be cornered and imprisoned, merely so that I can either be worshipped or experimented on.”

“Ah.  Worshipping doesn’t sound so bad though.”

Melinda smiled thinly.  “There are days when I’m not altogether sane, and may well order someone beheaded, or worse.”

“… Ah.”

“Experimentation is more likely though.  One person in particular worries me for that. Seems to think I hold the key to immortality, the fabled elixir of life, if you will.  He’s coordinating things in America, and I’ve learned his last name.  It’s Krantz.  If you’re ever down there again, make a point of steering clear of him.”

Rebekah shrugged.  “Sure.”

Melinda leaned back against a tree as their walk brought them back to the clearing.  “I’ve ended up talking a bit more than I thought I would.  I hope it’s been of some use to you though, and that you’ll give serious thought to my offer.”

“I have done,” Rebekah said, her voice going quiet.  “It feels like once you’re gone, I’d become what the world would consider to be the last magical girl.  Big responsibility.  But if I don’t take up your mantle, what other option is there?”

“Oh, Becky, don’t feel like you’d have to continue my crusade or anything!” Melinda said, sounding horrified.  “That’s not what I meant at all.  Nothing even has to change for you, it’s merely like you’d become a… a dimensional archive.  In fact, assuming I give you the forms – I don’t think I’ll give you my own.  Partly because I can then use it to travel back out of here, which will be easier than hobbling out as a seventy-four year old, but also because the information… it really is too much.  Too much for me, and, I fear, certainly too much for you, outside of what I’ve already alluded to.”

Rebekah nodded, looking from Melinda to the trees overhead, her eyes finally settling on the cross she had erected in the clearing over a hundred years ago.  “Could you possibly only give me a few?  So I can see if I’m okay with it?”

Melinda bit down on her lip.  “If I was younger, I’d say sure.  As it is, this form is growing older, and it’s easier to send everything than to stop midstream.  But don’t let me pressure you into anything, okay?  Just say the word, and we’ll stop talking about it.”

The brunette took in a long, slow breath.  “Alright.”

Melinda nodded sadly.  “All right.  So, did you want to play a game of chess, or…”

“I mean all right, give me what you’ve got,” Rebekah clarified, giving her new friend a tentative smile.  “Just… answer me one more thing first?”

Melinda clasped her hands together.  “Of course, Becky, anything!”

“Why do you keep calling me Becky?”

The two women blinked at each other, and then Melinda laughed.  “Oh, that?  What can I say.  I like nicknames.  In fact, I’ve given some to all my other forms – and I shant tell you all of them, either, lest that deprive you of the chance to do the same.  But if you prefer, I can be formal and use Rebekah.”

“No… no, I kind of like Becky,” Rebekah admitted.  “As long as you’re the one who’s calling me that.”

The two women smiled again and briefly embraced before proceeding back into the pocket dimension.

***

“I don’t think two weeks is good enough,” Harris stated.

“Well, it’ll damn well have to be!” Professor Lauren Hill countered, throwing her arms out to the sides, nearly dropping the sheaf of papers that she held in the process.  The head scientist for the Rivers Project quickly pulled them back into her chest.

“The General…”

“Doesn’t have a goddamn clue about the complexities involved!” she insisted, pushing her glasses back up on her nose, as they had slipped a bit after her prior exclamation.  “Colonel,” the redhead then added, as an afterthought.

Harris had to give the woman credit for not being intimidated.  Fortunately, the two of them were alone in Hill’s office, as he knew there were a number of others on this base who wouldn’t take so kindly to being talked to that way.  Still, if he returned to the General with the answer Hill had provided, he was fairly certain he’d end up back here a half hour later asking for better.  “Regardless,” he began, “we…”

Hill slammed her papers down onto her desk, the noise startling Harris into silence.  She then came around, pointing her finger at him.  “You’ve been here for what, two days?  I’ve been here for three years!  Including one year as a chief assistant, and five months in this position after the last head succumbed to the Disease.  I can tell you categorically that if we want to do this safely, I need seven days merely to analyze those results!”

“What if we could find you more personnel?”

“Ha!  Good luck finding anyone of my caliber!”  As if realizing how that sounded, she then looked a bit contrite.  “Which is not hubris, but a statement of fact.  Seeing as anyone who might have been smarter than me is now no longer with the project, or dead.  I don’t believe there’s anyone else out there that COULD help with the majority of what I’m dealing with.”  She placed her hands on her hips.  “So, I’m sorry Colonel, but the General is just going to bloody well have to wait!”

With that, she spun away from him, giving off the distinct vibe that, at least for her, the conversation was now over.  Harris was starting to suspect that he had become the liaison officer to Professor Hill on account of no one else wanting the job.  “How about some additional vacation time after this?” he tossed at her back.

She half turned, eyeing him skeptically over the rims of her glasses.  “What?”

“You seem incredibly stressed.  Would knowing that you for sure had a break coming up provide more incentive?”

“You can do that?”

Harris shrugged.  “I am a Colonel.  I can try to pull some strings.”

She turned more fully, lifting her chin to stare him in the eye.  “Fine,” she said at last.  “I seriously doubt there IS anything you can do, but to show that I’d appreciate the effort, if you get me two more personnel, exclusive use of the network tomorrow, and a bag of microwave popcorn, I MAY be able to have something for you in ten days.”

Harris steepled his fingers.  “I thank you, and the General thanks you.”

“No, he doesn’t, but whatever.  Are we done?  Colonel?”

“I believe so.  In fact, I can get you the popcorn immediately.”

Hill gestured vaguely.  “Ahh, I don’t really need that, but lists always sound better when you give items in sets of threes.”  She lifted a corner of her mouth in a partial grin.

“I’ll do it anyway,” Harris assured.  He turned to go, glancing back briefly as he passed out the door.  The professor now seemed to be trying to sketch some symbols into the air, mumbling as her finger moved erratically, only to stop suddenly, as if she wasn’t sure how to complete that thought.  She definitely could do with more time off, he concluded.

***

“That’s the problem,” Rebekah concluded, pushing her empty plate to the end of the table.  “Apparently, the military has kept some sort of ‘Rivers Project’ going in the hundred years since Melinda’s death.  That’s the project that wanted my crystal, and is presumably chasing us now.  So this isn’t going to be a simple matter of wiping one or two minds, dealing with this situation requires radical rethinking.”

“Are you sure Melinda died?” Keith put in, idly tapping a finger on the table.

“Keith!” Simon protested.

“I’m a conspiracy theorist, it’s a valid question!” he countered.

Rebekah nodded.  “She did die.  Even if I ignore what I overheard, after Melinda left me, I looked in on her from time to time, using my Farsight ability.  Beary – ah, the stuffed bear that she had brought me – acted as the personal item.”

“But whatever you saw was probably only what the government wanted you to see,” Keith opined.

“No, Farsight’s abilities literally put me in the room with the target, in a sort of ghostly form.  I could see everything that Melinda could.”

“You missed my point,” Keith insisted.  “I’m betting that even this Melinda didn’t see everything that they were up to.”

“Ah.”  The brunette scratched her head.  “I suppose that’s possible.  Still, from what I saw, Melinda headed back out west – probably hoping to disappear – only to be tracked down in a small town.”  Her voice became quieter.  “She used a few tricks, but I suspect that with me having the forms, she wasn’t able to deceive them to the same extent.  I… I couldn’t bear to watch all the time.  Then, one morning, I guess in 1888, when I tried to tune in, things were blurred, and I saw her form on the ground, bleeding, with two men in dark suits standing over her.  They’d caught up to her…”

Simon gasped.  “Her wounds, were they…?”

“Oh yes, the wounds were mortal, possibly even self-inflicted, as she had told me they’d never take her alive,” Rebekah stated, grabbing a napkin to brush at the corner of her eye.  “I did see enough to know she was smiling.  I think she’d finally found her peace…”  She blew her nose into the napkin.  “Excuse me a moment, I have to go to the washroom.”

As Rebekah slipped off, Simon turned to Keith.  “You see now why I have to help her.”

His friend leaned back, crossing his arms.  “Well, I see now why you’re sorta stuck.  I mean, a three centuries old woman with fifty mystical forms, who’s being pursued by a military that’s apparently got a file dating back over a century on her ilk – what exactly are you gonna help her with?”

Simon opened and closed his mouth.  “To… escape.”

“To WHERE?  The Cayman Islands?  I’m not sure that would help, plus it seems like she could fly there faster without our help…”

“So maybe we can help her use our advanced technology somehow.  I mean, I… I introduced her to the internet,” Simon finished, lamely.  Which so far, had only pulled her away from him, plus he could no longer use his iPhone … in fact, he couldn’t even pay her way anymore.  It dawned on him that he hadn’t been very helpful at all, in the grand scheme of things.  He hadn’t even thrown the rock to break into that military person’s room.

“You can’t recruit more help either,” Keith said, as if reading his thoughts.  “Because even knowing your backstory, and her’s, and having seen some of what she can do, part of me still wonders if we’d be better off simply going for psychological help.  Anyone else is going to put you away.”

“Look, you’ve been the one saying we’ve got to run, get moving!”

Keith exhaled.  “I know.  That was before I learned that these guys were going to be relentless in getting ahold of the two of you.  Running away is only going to delay the inevitable.  We need a new plan.”  He uncrossed his arms and leaned forwards.  “I think our best bet now is to fake your deaths.”

“Fake our…?”

“Probably a good thing that you kept the car, and that we’re still this close.  We double back and see that it’s involved in some sort of accident.”  He frowned.  “The only trouble will be corpses, since they’re sure to do testing.  Perhaps Rebekah’s nurse form can be used to switch results in a hospital or something.”

Simon shook his head.  “Now you’re the one talking crazy.”

“Hey, if you’ve got a better idea…”  His voice trailed off as a girl in a coloured headband and bellbottoms ran towards them.

“Farsight?” Simon questioned as she reached them.

“They’re here,” Rebekah’s alternate form said, breathlessly.  “That LaFontaine, she’s just outside… sorry, but the washroom was a bit of an excuse to see how far behind us they were.”  She tossed the toothbrush onto the table.  “I didn’t expect them to catch up quite THIS quckly!”

Keith fired a look off at Simon.  “You did keep your phone off and not tell anyone else…?”

“Of course!” Simon protested.

Farsight blinked to Keith and back.  “Ooh… okay, that one might be my fault.  Still, it doesn’t matter, you both need to get going, now!”

Simon stood.  “Right.  Do you think we can all make it to the car?”

“The two of you can, as I’ll be providing the distraction you need to get away,” Farsight stated, her voice a bit strained.

“You’re going to catch up with us later then?”

“I… don’t think so.”

“Well then you shouldn’t be the distraction then.  Maybe we can get out the back?”

“Uh, Simon,” Keith said, eyeing the expression on Farsight’s face.

Simon rounded on his friend in exasperation.  “What?”

“Yeah… I’m going to pay the bill.  You break the news to him,” Keith concluded.  He hurried off to the counter as Farsight reached out to take Simon by the shoulders.

“Running… that’s what Melinda did,” Farsight stated.  “Didn’t work.  I need to take this head on.  So, as much as it galls me to do this, I’ve realized that the only way out is to… let them… take me.  That way, I can destroy their work from the inside.  Doing it as Mimi should buy me the time to escape as well, since she can make them forget all about her.”

“Well then, I’m going in there with you!”

“Simon, it’s FAR too dangerous.  Even I might not…”  She stopped, releasing him and taking a half step back.  “Thank you for your help to this point, but this has been my problem from the start.  I have to handle it on my own, and at a time of my choosing rather than theirs.  I’m… I’m only sorry that we didn’t get a chance for a proper goodbye.”

Simon clenched and unclenched his hands, suddenly finding himself unable to meet her gaze, turning to look out the window.  He didn’t see any military… was she faking them out?  This couldn’t be happening!  “But… but then why give us that whole story, if you were only going to leave us?!” he accused.

“Because… well…”  Rebekah reached out again, touching Simon’s jawline, drawing his gaze back – and it was indeed Rebekah this time, not one of her other forms.  “Oh, Simon.  I think I told you for the same reason that Melinda told me about her past, and her forms.  Because if something goes wrong… I want the knowledge to live on.  In a strange way, you’ve been the Becky to my Melinda.”

Simon found himself unable to swallow the lump in his throat.  “That’s not right, you’re the only true Bec— Rebekah,” he protested, quietly.

She smiled.  “You can call me Becky, if you like,” she murmured.  “You’ve earned it.”  She reached in and kissed him lightly on the cheek, then was drawing back before he had a chance to react.

“We’re square here,” Keith stated, returning and pocketing his wallet.  “Let’s make tracks.”

“No!” Simon protested, finding his voice again.  “Becky didn’t throw me to the wolves, so I’m not going to let her make the sacrifice either!”

“Simon, friend, buddy… I don’t think we can help her,” Keith said, emphasizing each word.  “Or stop her, for that matter.  She can sure help us though.  Let her do that.”

“Not as long as I’m standing here!”

Keith and Rebekah briefly exchanged a look.  Then Rebekah made the shape of a Z in front of her, and as she intoned, “Nocturne,” the afterimage twinkled like starlight.  Standing there now was a Latina girl in her late teens, wearing a full length black nightgown.  “I’m sorry,” she concluded, quickly reaching in to tap a finger on Simon’s forehead.

He pushed her arm back down.  “Don’t be sorry, just let me… help…” he said, unable to formulate the rest of the sentence owing to the urge he had to yawn.  Then his legs felt weak, his knees crumpling, forcing him to sit back down at the table.  “No, this… Becky, what did you… do…”  He slid right down onto the floor before he could stop himself, biting back another yawn.  For a moment, it seemed like he would succeed in pushing himself back up to a seated position, but instead, he was completely overwhelmed by the sensations.  Inexplicably exhausted, Simon slept.

***

“Get him to safety,” Nox said to Keith, even as she stared down at Simon sadly.

“That was pretty low,” the Russian said.  “All he’s really wanted over the last year was to find you, and all he wanted to do here was help.”

“You said it yourself.  There’s nothing you can do.”

Keith bent down to pull the sleeping Simon up, draping his friend’s arm back over his shoulders.  “Maybe not.  But now he’ll always be wondering, won’t he?  You took the decision out of his hands.”

“He wasn’t going to let me do this.”

Keith eyed the dark haired girl.  “Very probably.  When you have a moment, analyze the reason for that.”

Nox found herself flinching at his tone, looking again at Simon’s face.  But no, she had made up her mind over an hour ago, knew what she had to so, and knew there wasn’t time for this.  At the same time, she felt as if she had to explain her actions.  “I’ve never been great at dealing with people,” was all she found she could say.

“Well, that makes you two even, as he’ll probably be even worse at it after this.”  Keith managed to get the two of them standing, Simon’s unconscious form slumped against him.  “Though don’t think I’m not grateful for giving us the out.  Do I run for the car before or after you start distracting?”

“I… after,” Nox stated, seizing the conversational shift.  She sketched in the air, making the fire image and murmuring “Flames”, shifting her into the form of Blaze.  Slightly older than her last form, Blaze had appropriately red hair that was shoulder length… though she supposed that the spandex pants and disco style top that she wore would be seen by others as “camp”.  Oh well, not like she was going to be in this form long.

Blaze quickly headed for the door, pausing only briefly by the only other occupied table in the room.  The two men finishing their lunch seemed to be doing their best to ignore the goings-on, trying to pursue some discussion about how irritating it was that they couldn’t smoke indoors anymore.  “Thanks,” Blaze remarked, grabbing one of their lighters.  After all, gone were the days when matchboxes could be found everywhere.

She ignored the gentleman’s protest, as well as Keith muttering something about this now turning into a parody of X-Men 2, choosing instead to head out of the door.  The restaurant itself was part of a very short strip mall, sandwiched between an arts and crafts store and some sort of spa/tanning place, with a bakery beyond that.  From what Farsight had seen, LaFontaine had been in this parking lot, behind her vehicle, telling two people named Wright and Baker to take up positions – but that was nearly five minutes ago.  At least any police backup was either not here yet, or keeping a low profile.

Blaze didn’t immediately make a move, trying to account for everyone, and noting with satisfaction that the weapon she had seen on her way in was still there, and within reach.  Baker she spotted in the doorway of the spa, holding a newspaper, looking nonchalant.  One of the others would presumably be around the corner of the craft store, out of sight.  Which had to be Wright, since it was LaFontaine herself who came around from the side of a nearby van, holding some sort of device in her hands.  She had a partial eye on it, only to look up fully to take in Blaze’s appearance.

They stared at each other in silence for at least three seconds.  LaFontaine was sizing her up, Blaze decided, trying to decide if she was actually their target or not.  The military officer then took a step forwards, and Blaze acted.

Flicking the lighter on, she opened her palm next to the flame.  A gout of fire spouted out opposite to her palm, and she directed it up, the jet setting fire to the awning of the spa.  She could, of course, have generated her own fire, but using what was on hand was easier, and meant fewer questions later.  Her act had the desired effect – Baker let out a shout and was forced to duck and cover, fleeing back into the spa, both to avoid the heat, and the very real possibility that the burning awning would now collapse.

LaFontaine took another few steps, circling, now wary of coming close – but the Major would realize soon enough that Blaze wasn’t the type to fire directly at someone.  Blaze quickly drew a line and squiggle in the air, intoning, “Threads”, as she moved to the side and reached for the weapon.  Only a weapon for her form, of course, as it was a bin of yarn on sale outside the craft store – and she was now the twenty-two year old with even shorter red hair, nicknamed Cordy.  Fortunate that she had been reminded of this form back when searching for Hart… Cordy had mostly been used for the purposes of sewing or patching clothes prior to this point.  A bit ironically, Rebekah had chosen to dress her in a patchy shirt and bleached, ripped jeans.

Tossing aside the lighter, Cordy seized a ball of grey yarn from the bin, immediately feeling it as an extension of her body.  She uncoiled it by merely mentally willing it so, forming one end into a lasso.  This she threw towards LaFontaine, and while her aim was a bit haphazard, the knitting material remained an extension of her.  She corrected it in midair.  It dropped over the Major’s head and tightened, pulling her arms against the sides of her body.  Cordy followed up by letting the rest of the fabric spool out and spin around the woman, effectively tying her up.

“Stop… we do not want to harm you!” LaFontaine protested.  “Only to talk!”

Ignoring her, Cordy motioned back towards Keith, though anticipating her, he was already dragging Simon out of the establishment.  As such, Cordy continued to let the yarn wind around LaFontaine, tightening it a bit to prevent the Major from retrieving her weapon, which caused the device she was already holding to fall to the ground.

"If we're not going to do this peacefully, we will use force!" LaFontaine continued, gaining an edge to her voice.

She was good, not even looking towards where the third person had to be, but Cordy was watching in her periphery, and saw him rounding the building.  She immediately reached for another ball of yarn.  Again, it uncoiled for her, and she proceeded just as before – yet Wright was already raising a weapon, so she directed her throw around his arm, jerking it a bit as she turned sideways to avoid the shot.  What happened next came as something of a surprise.

Instead of a bullet, the gun seemed to fire two probes on wires, the two things moving slower than she’d expected, and they managed to strike her in the back before she could correct.  Then an electrical charge was sent out, and her muscles immediately refused to work.  Cordy let out a shriek – as did LaFontaine, given that the yarn about her remained an extension of Cordy herself.  It's not that the material could carry an electrical charge, but Cordy had lost much of her voluntary control over its tightness.

Falling to her knees, Cordy completed her diagnosis of what was happening, and moreover, knew the best way to counter it.  As soon as she had a moment of respite, she sketched a jagged line in the air and rasped out, “Charge”.  Her form shifted, to that of Jolt, a blonde haired twenty-eight year old.  Who, she realized, was still dressed in a British military uniform from World War II.  She remembered now, she hadn't returned to this form since that time, partly out of frustration over her ineffectiveness, and partly because this form’s hair always had such an annoying static charge.  Well, the clothes might give them pause.

“I didn't authorize the use of that,” LaFontaine said, catching her breath as she looked to Wright.  She was able to shake loose from some of the yarn at this point, now that Cordy was no longer present.  Jolt briefly lamented that Cordy hadn't had a chance to tie a knot that would hold.

“It seemed the only way we'd get Spelling,” Wright countered.  “I got it from a police officer at the hotel.”

“You still have the handcuffs, I presume?”

From the corner of her eye, Jolt saw that Baker had emerged and was using a fire extinguisher on the partially collapsed awning.  Beyond him, Keith was having difficulty getting the rear door of his car open, while trying to keep Simon from collapsing to the pavement.  If only he hadn't resisted, maybe they’d be gone...

“Okay,” LaFontaine was saying as she finally disentangled herself.  “Spelling, if that is indeed your name, please stop resisting.  We don't want to have to use the taser again.”  She reached out to take the handcuffs from Wright, and Jolt decided she couldn’t delay her next move any longer.

“Don’t worry.  You won’t,” the blonde countered coldly.  She turned her body to grab at the wires that connected her to the gun.  Wright reacted by sending another charge, but as she now could control electrical energy, Jolt simply grounded it.  Right before grasping the wire and firing her own impulse back.

The gun effectively blew up in the man's hand – or almost, as he was able to drop it in time.  Still, Wright was knocked back, either owing to the force of the small explosion, or him being (metaphorically) shocked by the act.  The handcuffs fell to the ground.  Pulling the probes free, Jolt got to her knees, and held out her palm, arcing some residual energy between her thumb and pinkie finger.

LaFontaine eyed her warily.  “Look,” she ventured again.  “Forget force.  You have information we need, about dimensional frequencies.  If we can come to some arrangement…”

Jolt saw that Baker had almost put out the fire.  Handing off the extinguisher to someone employee in the doorway, the military man started to head for Keith and Simon, the latter only just now being placed into the back seat.  “Let them leave,” Jolt said, gesturing in Keith’s direction.

LaFontaine didn’t even turn.  “We’ll need to talk to them too.”

“No deal,” Jolt stated.  Regrettably, she wasn’t going to be able to stop Baker in this form though.  She brought her hands back towards each other, then separated them, making a hyperbola in the air, intoning “Figment”.

This time, as the transformation occurred, she felt a twisting in her stomach, a pain similar to the one she had experienced a short time after flying out of the clearing with Simon.  She knew what the problem was.  She was changing too often in too little a time period, the problem surely being compounded by the fact that she had overexerted herself less than twenty-four hours ago.  She’d only be able to change herself once more, maybe twice, before needing time to rest.

At least the blue hair told her that she was now Illi.  It wasn’t natural, of course, it had been dyed overtop of the more natural blonde, but it was meant to challenge people’s perception of this seventeen year old.  As were the blue and white sequins she had sewn all over her flapper dress, as were the varied coloured beads of her necklace.  It was all about perception with Illi.

Counting on LaFontaine to be initially wary of this new form, Illi immediately set her sights on Baker.  As with most forms, it was easier to use her abilities when she had physical contact, but extending herself, she could manage this remotely.  So it was that as Baker got within about five steps from Keith’s car, with Keith himself reaching to open the driver’s side door… the vehicle suddenly exploded.  Baker gasped, turning away for a moment at the brightness before looking back.  A fire now raged where the car had been.

Baker reacted quickly, heading back for the spa, to get the fire extinguisher once again.  Which was just as Illi had hoped, because really, that should give Keith enough time to start the car and get away.  The only downside was that Illi couldn’t craft any other illusions while maintaining the one of the burning car.  Well, that, plus the fact that the image was only seen by Baker, but LaFontaine and Wright were focused on her at the moment anyway.  To wit, the Major was talking again.

“Some part of you must want to negotiate,” LaFontaine insisted.  “Since you haven’t flown off this time.  Or are you merely waiting until your friends get away to do that?”

“WHAT is he doing?” Wright wondered, briefly distracted by Baker’s antics as he fully recovered from the loss of his taser.  LaFontaine ignored this, continuing to meet Illi’s gaze.

“Let’s say I’m willing to go with you,” Illi admitted.  “On MY terms.”

LaFontaine slowly shook her head.  “I’m not in a position to bargain, I cannot guarantee what may occur beyond this encounter.  I’m sorry.”

“Your loss.”

“Would you prefer I lie to you?”

That brought Illi up short, as she realized that LaFontaine was, indeed, playing it straight with her.  No more strong arming, no illusions of what might come after.  It caught her off guard.  “Your honesty is refreshing,” she admitted, wondering when the other shoe would drop.  “Why AREN’T you behaving more typically?  Offering me platitudes?”

“Because,” the Major answered, “even if we assume you wouldn’t be able to see through them, and I think you’re smarter than that, the fate of so many people is at stake right now.  It’s bigger than both of us, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if a lie I told destroyed everything before it could even get started.”

Illi abruptly wished she could change into Hart, to test the Major’s sincerity.  “Hyperbole,” she fired back.

Kim LaFontaine shook her head.  “I don’t think so.”

Illi snapped her gaze over to Wright, who was picking up the handcuffs.  He flinched at the abrupt movement, one which had made her blue hair spill back behind her shoulder.  “No sudden moves,” LaFontaine said.  Illi was about to give the woman a look of irritation, when she realized the Major was directing that order to Wright, not her.

There WAS more going on here.  What that Colonel had said, about this leading towards some cure for the Rapid Aging Disease, could there honestly be any truth to it?  At the time, Rebekah had dismissed that as grasping at straws… yet whenever she had been out, observing the world, she had only been privy to mainstream science and culture.  What WAS happening behind the scenes?  For that matter, what WERE the origins of this Disease?  Suddenly, Illi knew more than ever that she had to get inside this Project.

“Major, they’re getting away,” Wright said, tight lipped.

Illi glanced over, seeing that Keith was now driving to the exit of the parking lot, and she dispelled the illusion of the burning car just as Baker was about to let loose the extinguisher on the empty parking space.  “We’ll pursue, in time,” LaFontaine responded.  “Anyway, the roadblocks are set?”

Wright lowered his voice, but not quite enough to prevent her from hearing.  “To … east,” he answered, dubiously.  “But the other way … not sure if they’ve …”

Turn west!  Illi tuned out the rest of Wright’s remarks, seeing that Keith was at the exit, about to pull out.  Yet she had no telepathy, no way to warn of what she had just heard, no time to properly get into Keith’s head and craft a deception, not when she couldn’t properly see him behind the wheel!  Yet to leave it to chance, when they were the ones carrying her memories, when they were in this only because of her… she couldn’t do that.  Her first instinct was Bolt, who could run after them, but that would spoil the chance she had been afforded here!

No, there.  It was a park across the street, bushes, a row of trees and a flowerbed.  Illi was sketching the leaf into the air and murmuring “Plants” even as Keith’s car began to turn.  The stabbing pain came again in her gut, and this time it remained.  It might have subsided after another few seconds, but Flora had no time to waste, and again, she was going to have to use her power from a distance.

Grass clippings blew up from the ground, swirling in an invisible wind and creating a barrier line on the east side, even as Keith did indeed turn to the west.  Fine, she’d make this form additionally worthwhile… and tree branches grew out, extending out from behind the park’s fence, over the road, ivy sprouting from within the bushes and crawling across the sidewalk, into the street, the park area suddenly becoming overgrown and extending out to partially block the roadway, impeding any pursuit.

Flora’s body shuddered with the effort.  This was the body of a sixty year old woman, the oldest form Melinda had ever found… a person who had discovered their ability so late in life, when trying to tend to her husband’s flowers after he had passed on.  Her hair was grey, and along with the pain in her stomach, her joints were aching from arriving in this kneeling position, the combination swiftly making Flora realize that much more of this and she was going to pass out.

She quickly set the time delay, for things to revert not when she transformed back but rather after fifteen minutes, then released the effect.  She was left gasping for breath, her stomach in knots, knowing that she had once again overextended herself.  LaFontaine was still gazing at her, unwaveringly, though she had obviously asked Wright for an update, as he was saying, “…making the road nearly impassable at this spot!  Baker, get me a radio, we have to tell them to circle around...”

“You’re incredible,” Kim LaFontaine declared.  “We need your help.  Please, Ms. Spelling.”

Regrettably, Flora found herself in no shape to argue, only just clinging to her consciousness.  She couldn’t be taken like this though.  Not as a sixty year old woman, especially not when she still wanted to be able to play her memory erasure card.  Which would only work for more than a 24 hour span if she became Mimi now.  “You,” she rasped out to Kim.  Someone honest, someone she could potentially trust.  “I want to see you again the moment I regain consciousness, or…”

Her head was pounding, she found she couldn’t complete the thought.  She hoped she could complete the transformation.  Flora’s fingers wiggled in the air, moving from up to down as she gasped out, “Memento”.  The conservative floral print dress shifted away as her new form took hold, that of the dark haired twenty year old French girl.  Who was… oh, damn.  She had forgotten about that bit.

Mimi was dressed as a French maid, with stockings, a black bustier with matching skirt, and lace petticoat.  It had amused her to be able to take away people’s memories of her in this form.  As it was, she was going to take a hit to her dignity.  “Fiddlestkkknng,” she mumbled as she slumped to the ground, unconscious.

***

They had been lucky, Kim LaFontaine reflected.  Lucky in the sense of the detector picking up something in the vicinity of the restaurant, lucky in that the others on her team had been able to rendez vous with her so quickly, and lucky in that Spelling seemed to have limits to the acts of magic she was able to perform.  She wondered if the maid was actually the woman’s true form, as she had reverted to it in unconsciousness… assuming it wasn’t another deception.  Was she truly down for the count?

After a good ten seconds of eyeing the unconscious woman, Kim decided that if it was a trick, it was very good.  Wright and Baker rejoined her, Wright then stepping forwards, acting to place handcuffs onto the French maid.  Kim debated asking him to stop.  Not because she felt restraint was unnecessary, but because she was a bit concerned as to how Spelling would react, waking up in that way.  Still, gestures had seemed to be required whenever her form had shifted, and this might help to impede that, so she allowed it.

“Are we sure that’s actually Spelling?” Baker inquired, a bit out of breath.  “Not some other girl who’s been switched out in her place?  Sir?”  The last presumably added as the adrenaline wore off and he realized a more formal address was called for.

“It’s her,” LaFontaine assured.  After that bit with the yarn, she had not wanted to take her eyes off this woman.  Strangely, while part of her insisted it had been a sequence of different people, if she thought of it as a case of multiple personalities within a single consciousness, the woman’s identity resolved more easily.

“The question is, was she acting alone,” Wright remarked.  “Since we know this goes beyond Black, it may go beyond her too.”

“Good point.  Yet I’d say the area is secure now,” Kim declared.  Otherwise, she reasoned, Spelling would likely have tried to stay conscious for longer.  “Moreover, I’ll have to be with her while she’s being transported.  She seemed about to make a dire prediction, should I not be around when she comes to.”

The Major finally moved in closer to check the woman’s pulse.  It seemed fairly strong.  She stood.  “Wright, you and Baker finish coordinating things here.  Try to calm the locals, and assuming we get Black and his friend, bring them to the nearest International Airport, which I believe is in Ottawa.  I’m headed there now.”

“Yes, sir.” Baker affirmed.

“Sorry, I don’t think so.”

Kim snapped her gaze over to the Canadian.  “I beg your pardon?”  She knew that he wasn’t officially military, merely a scientific liaison, but he had never been this contrary before.

Colin Wright clasped his hands behind his back.  “After seeing what Spelling is capable of, I must insist on accompanying you.  Moreover, I believe Baker here is fully capable of acting as an American liaison, reporting to us on what is becoming a case of tracking an American fugitive in Canada.”

“I wasn’t about to go with Spelling all by myself,” Kim countered, having expected the support of at least a couple of RCMP cars.  “Though you do make a valid point.”  After all, now that the artifact had been removed, it might prove increasingly difficult to justify the continuing presence of American military officers.

“I would hate to see any harm come to you at her hands,” Colin added, off her continued hesitation.

Was he trying to flirt with her again?  Kim LaFontaine furrowed her brow, sensing that there was something more here, of which she was not quite able to grasp.  “All right, you’re with us then, and we’ll need at least two other cars.  Baker, let us know the minute there’s any news about Black.”

The Lieutenant nodded, getting back on the radio that Wright had been using moments before.  For her part, Kim looked back down at Spelling, now faced with trying to figure out the best way to get her to a location beyond the foliage that was blocking the road.

***

The sheet of paper fluttered through the air.  Simon reached out and grabbed it, only to have everything around him take on a blue tint.  That was strange.  Where was he, anyway?  Simon looked around, finding himself in a park near to his home.  That seemed odd.  He then looked down at the sheet he had caught, upon which there was a blue six pointed star.  “That’s the ticket,” came a voice over his shoulder.  He spun, to see Rebekah standing a couple steps behind him.  She smiled.

“Becky,” he murmured, taking a step forwards.  But her hand went up in the universal halting gesture, and then she vanished, along with the blue tint.  Other people were suddenly there instead, in the park with him, walking by, going about their business.  This was familiar somehow, but how was that possible?  Then there was a pulse of blue, and a scream, and then the scene was back to normal, except two people near Simon collapsed.  They had the Disease.  He didn’t even have to check to know that.

Another pulse of blue, then more screams, with people now running around.  “Stop!” Simon called out to them.  “Stop panicking, we have to help…”  He stopped as a hand fell upon his shoulder from behind.  He spun.  “Bec— “ he began, but it wasn’t Becky.  There was some red haired woman there, in glasses, whom he didn’t recognize.  Then abruptly she was a blonde and the glasses were gone, then a brunette with longer hair, then blonde again, then short red hair, and her nationality seemed to be shifting too, and she seemed to be staring at something behind him.

Simon turned, and there was a brunette there, where Becky had been.  She gave off a middle eastern vibe, possibly from the necklace she wore or the way her clothes wrapped around her, and her name was Claire.  Simon wasn’t sure how he knew that.  Her hands clasped together and she raised them up to her heart, in a pleading gesture.  Simon turned back to where the redhead had been, but she was gone, and when he looked for Claire, she was gone too… in fact, no one was walking around the park anymore.  Yet there were people on the ground, who had collapsed, and were unmoving.  Aged before their time.  “This is wrong,” Simon murmured.  “This is all wrong, this is…”

He took a step forwards, and the ground gave out, and now he was falling, falling…

Simon’s head hit the back of the passenger seat, jolting him back to consciousness, and he threw his arm out to keep from falling off onto the floor of the car.  “Ow!  What…?”

“Awake?” came Keith’s voice from in front.  “Sorry about that, had to swerve around the cop, almost lost control on the shoulder.  We’ll need to accelerate, you may want to buckle up.”

Simon clawed his way into a sitting position, looking out the back of Keith’s car.  They seemed to be heading out of town on a highway, or at least the surroundings were more rural than they had been by the hotel.  There was also a police car, which must have been perpendicular to the road, but which was now currently pulling around to pursue them.  He had been dreaming, a moment ago!  So why had he been asleep?  What…

“Becky!” He moved to lean between the seats, but as Keith punched the accelerator, he was forced back.  “Keith, where is she?  We have to go back!”  He fumbled for his seat belt.

“First, we’d better deal with our friend back there,” his friend countered.  “Fortunately, I did a bit of reconnaissance on the way into town, which told me the best way out, namely a less traveled road the opposite side of town to your hotel.  They only had the one cop car there.  But, it seems determined to follow.”

Simon turned his head again to look out the back.  “Right,” he realized.  “Think he can catch up?”

“That’s the plan.”

“That’s the… what?”  Simon clicked his seatbelt into place.

“My hope is he’ll catch up, but after I’ve managed to send you on your way,” Keith remarked, still focused on the road.

Simon stared.  “Keith, you are not going to turn yourself in on my account!  I mean, first Becky, then you, I can’t…”

“Whoa, hold up!  I’m not doing this for you, I’m doing this for me,” Keith retorted.  “I mean, no matter how thrilling this is, I can’t afford to be running all over Canada as a fugitive for the next several weeks.  They’re expecting me at work Monday.  Plus it’s harder to take down a government if they end up with legit grievances against you.”

“You think they’ll just let you go about your daily life?”

The Russian grinned.  “Sure, once I explain that you and that friend of yours forced me into everything.  Threatened my parents or tried to get me deported or the like.  Anyway, after the whole lesson back there, I think I can be of more use to you out in the open, my movements unimpeded, rather than hiding in an alley.”

“Which leaves me on my own.”

Keith glanced quickly over his shoulder before turning his eyes back towards the road.  “You’ll be okay, it’s only until your Rebekah does her thing.  I strongly implied that she should look you up afterwards, but even if she doesn’t, I’ll keep an eye on whatever effects she’s having – you can bet I’ll be trying to hack this Rivers Project – and let you know when things are clear.  Alternatively, the Canadians might be willing to grant you asylum.”

Simon tapped his finger on the door as he looked out the window at the scenery flying by.  “No.  No, I’m going after Becky.”

Keith let out a sigh.  “She’s Becky again?”

“Only to me.  Rebekah to you.”

“Right.  Look, Simon, she obviously wanted us off the front lines.  As I said, I’ll see what I can hack…”

“I had that dream again,” Simon interrupted.

“You had… what?” Keith mused, suddenly distracted by having to negotiate an uphill curve in the road.

“The dream from last week, where I realized how to read Becky’s map,” Simon clarified, trying to remember more details before they faded away.  “For that matter, the first time I had the dream might have been some past echo of this experience, I don’t know.  The point is, I remember more this time, and I think there’s some sort of connection between Becky, Project Rivers, and the Rapid Aging Disease.”

“Ah yeah?  What sort of connection?”

“That’s what I’m still working out.  But Claire was there, I think she was pleading for me to do something.”

Keith eyed Simon in the rear view mirror.  “Claire?”

“Becky mentioned her twice.  Once when we were all in the hotel room, speaking of a prediction, and then again when she told us of Melinda knowing she’d be around for a hundred years.  She must be some sort of future prognosticator.”

“Another form then.  One wonders why Bec— Rebekah didn’t use her to predict us a way out of that earlier mess.”

“A good point,” Simon concluded.  “There’s still so much we don’t know.  So I’m going after her.  It stands to reason that she’ll end up with the crystal, and we should be able to pick the crystal up the same way we picked it up in Becky’s clearing.”

“Excepting we had to be almost right on top of it, and they’ll probably have it shielded, and they won’t let you waltz into a military base, and...”

“I’ll find a way,” Simon said, a bit surprised by his own determination.  “If it means tracking down the foremost authority on higher dimensions, and finding a way to use them to get myself back to Becky, then that’s what I’m going to do.”

Keith didn’t answer for a moment.  “You can be stubborn when you want to,” he concluded, having apparently decided not to argue the point.

“I have to be.  Something tells me she’s in more trouble than she realizes, and I think she might do something everyone would regret.”  He let out a long breath.  “I’m going to want to take your laptop with me.”

“You, taking the tech?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“Mmm.  Okay.”  Keith slowed slightly in order to pull his wallet out of his pocket, tossing it back at Simon.  “You’ll also want the credit card in the back pouch, the one made out to Yuri Fixe.”

Simon blinked, fishing in the wallet for the card.  “Yuri?  Who’s that?”

“My dog, when I was growing up.  Got him pre-approved, and he has a good credit rating, seeing as I’ve used the card on occasion.  Figured it would come in handy some day for off the book purchases.  Feel free to take the cash too, I’ll say you robbed me.”  He grinned.

“Much appreciated,” Simon said, unable to keep from smiling himself.

“You’ll also want to get in touch with Crystal, a conspiracy theorist friend of mine.  She can act as an intermediary between us.  Send a message to chrys000@hotmail,” he continued, spelling it out.

“Got it.  I’m going to see how much I can manage myself first though.”

“As long as you’re not leaving me out of it.”  Keith began to accelerate again.  “Now, at the end of this stretch, I see a sharp bend in the road, and I don’t think we’re that far from the next town over.  After we make the turn, I’m going to pull a 180, let you out, then head back in the opposite direction, to lead the cops on a bit more of a chase.”

“Misdirection.  Nice.”

“Occasionally I listened when you were going on about magic,” Keith replied.  He looked up into the rearview mirror again.  “You just be careful, okay?  These guys aren’t playing around.”

“Always,” Simon affirmed.  Keith slowed as they reached the turn.  As they pulled out of it, rather than going for more acceleration, Keith continued to reduce to a safe speed, at which point he executed the handbrake turn that had failed Simon back in Montreal.  “Good lord…”

“Go, go, go!” Keith shouted, practically throwing his laptop back at Simon, from where it was on the floor of the front seat.

Simon quickly scrambled out of the car, lamenting that he was going to lose his bags, but at least he had the means to make purchases again.  Keith peeled back out around the corner almost before Simon could close the door.  He quickly hurried for the grove of trees that was blocking the turn from view.  “I’m coming for you, Becky,” Simon murmured.  “You’re not going to shake me that easily.”

***

“General,” Colonel Harris said, giving a quick salute at the doorway.

Krantz turned from where he was standing, looking at a portrait on his wall.  “Colonel.  What kept you?”

“I was attempting to get Hill some of the things she needed, including personnel and network access.  We’ve also received another report from LaFontaine.”

The General nodded.  “Status?”

“With what I’ve managed to do, Hill thinks she can start more rigorous testing within ten days.  Moreover, we have Spelling, or a person LaFontaine believes to be Spelling.  She seems to have some ability to appear as if she’s another person.”  Harris shook his head.  “I admit I didn’t quite understand that.”

“So she is like Rivers,” Krantz murmured.  He quickly spoke again, louder.  “Make sure Spelling’s restrained.  Take every precaution, she may try to take her own life if given the opportunity.”

Harris blinked in surprise.  “I… believe she was coming of her own volition, sir.  Under condition that LaFontaine accompany her.”

“Is that so?”  The elder man seemed to consider that for a moment.  “Interesting.  And that man Black?”

“Still pursing him.  They should have more information before they depart Canada, which brings me to the last point, we need to fly them out of Ottawa.”

Again, the General took a moment to consider.  “Shouldn’t be difficult.  In fact, I will have them brought directly here, so that Hill can run tests on them.  Even consult with them, should they choose to cooperate.  That may well improve the estimates on our timeline.”

Harris nodded, a bit surprised.  “Yet if they don’t cooperate, or attempt to effect sabotage?”

“Then we shall deal with them.”  Krantz took a step closer to his subordinate.  “But we are running out of time.  You asked earlier why there was a rush?  I have decided it will do no harm to tell you.  You see, Rapid Aging Disease, it seems to have a predisposition towards those with an understanding of these dimensional rifts.”

Harris flinched, despite himself.  “A predisposition?  Then there is a link?  All the different people who have been affected, the connection is that they…”

“No.  Not all.  But the early cases, from what little we understand now, seem to have affected only those with the knowledge.  Since then the virus may have mutated, we don’t know, but the fact remains that people like Lauren Hill seem to be particularly susceptible.  Of course, we’ve tried to protect our scientists as best as possible, but after one of the cases last weekend, Hill is our last hope.”

Harris took a moment to ponder that himself.  “This would be why she hasn’t had much vacation time recently,” he concluded.

Krantz made a noncommittal grunt.  “You can’t tell her.  She has enough to worry about.”

“She doesn’t know?  But wouldn’t this information be…”

“Her predecessor didn’t seem to think so,” Krantz cut back in.  “Moreover, I order you not to tell her.”  The General folded his arms behind his back, returning towards his desk.  “At any rate, see if she can pull information and blood samples from Spelling and Black.  We have to access these alternate dimensions while we still have the capability.  That will be all.”

“Yes, sir,” Harris said, a bit taken aback by the abruptness with which their conversation had ended.  Naturally, he still had questions, but he supposed the General had a fair bit to worry about as well.

***

LaFontaine idly tapped her finger against her leg, as she held the phone up to her ear with her other hand.  “That’s quite a story.  Do you think there’s any truth to it?”

“It’s possible,” came Baker’s reply.  “This Keith Kolsov seemed genuinely distressed.”

“Well, make sure we have his information, we’ll run a background on him too.  Assuming it checks out, get him an escort back to the border.”

“Yes, sir.  We’ve also sent people back out to Black’s last known location.  If he didn’t have transportation, he should still be in the area.”

“Unless he hitchhiked, stole a new car or threatened someone else.  No, I fear there’s a good chance our luck has run out there,” LaFontaine mused.  “But yes, make every effort.  I’ll be heading off within the half hour, so if there is an emergency, and you cannot reach me, make contact directly with Colonel Harris.”

“Understood.  Baker out.”

The Major hung up the phone and put it away as she headed back towards Wright and Spelling, the latter still unconscious in a corner of the room.  They had managed to secure an out of the way area at the airport, away from the public, lest their fugitive awaken in a bad mood and wreak more havoc.  “I suppose this is where we part company then,” she concluded, extending a hand towards Wright.  “Our personnel will take over on the plane.  I thank you for your assistance.”

Wright took her hand, only to reply, “I suspect I will still be accompanying you.”

LaFontaine managed to keep her face impassive, though this was the second time in as many hours that Wright had surprised her.  “It’s not necessary.”

“Your superiors will soon advise you that at least some escort is necessary,” Wright countered, releasing her hand and clasping his own behind his back.  “I’m a bit surprised it’s taken this long, but I suppose there are a number of channels to go through.”

“I don’t follow.”

The redhead hesitated, then shrugged.  “You’ll be notified soon enough anyway.  I am, in fact, a scientific adjunct of the Melinda Dossier, which currently falls under the responsibility of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, in liaison with Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service of the United Kingdom.  In light of recent events, this one hundred and fifty year old file is being reexamined.”

“I see,” LaFontaine remarked, maintaining her composure.  “Then you’ve been acting as a spy this entire time.”

Colin Wright shook his head.  “No.  Initially, I was only asked to see if there was any potential tie in with your dampening artifact.  It wasn’t until Black’s appearance, and then the affair in Montreal the other day, that my role increased – in fact, part of the hold up here may be that they wish to replace me with an actual Inspector.  But regardless, Rebekah Spelling will not be leaving Canada without an escort from our division.”

“You do not trust us?”

“It’s not you we don’t trust.”  Wright looked over towards Spelling, then back to the Major.  “Though we are also hoping that a sharing of information is possible.  I am sorry that it seems to have come down to this.  We had hoped to have more time to break the news.”

LaFontaine nodded.  The piece she had been missing earlier concerning Wright’s attitude, not to mention his use of the taser, it fit into place now.  “I suppose this merely confirms my suspicions as to the scope of what we are dealing with.”

Wright nodded back.  “Though I must confess, there are a number of details concerning the dossier which have not yet been revealed to me.  At the risk of being indiscrete, do you think it’s possible that this Rebekah Spelling holds the key to the Disease?”

“I don’t know,” Kim LaFontaine answered honestly.  She turned to regard the brunette girl once again, the maid outfit seeming more out of place than ever.  What was it about this individual’s abilities, and about higher dimensional space, that was so crucial to current events?  She hoped that they would find out, before it was too late.

Unaware of the scrutiny, Rebekah Spelling, currently in the guise of Mimi, slumbered on the floor.  When she finally regained consciousness the following day, she would find herself in a military jail.

TO BE CONCLUDED

